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CHAPTER ONE

The bell sounded. People jumped to their feet and gathered their things.

“And don’t forget there’s a unit test on Friday!” Mr. Herman, our math teacher, called out over the noise.

A collective groan rose up from the class. Some people started to argue for a postponement till Monday to give them more time to study. On any other day I would have stuck around and joined in the argument. But not today. Today I needed to get out of the classroom as fast as I could. I had something more important to think about than a math test. I threw my books into my bag and joined the crowd funneling out of the room. I’d gone only a few steps when I almost bumped into Natasha, my best friend. She flashed me a big smile. Smiling was the last thing on my mind.

“Are you ready, Shirli?” Natasha asked.

“No!”

“We don’t have to go,” she said. “We could go to the mall, get a soda instead, maybe buy something.”

“And just not look at the cast list?” I asked.

“It’ll still be there tomorrow.”

“Tash, I’ve waited all week. Do you really think I can wait another day?”

She flashed that smile again. “Patience is a virtue.”

“This coming from you, the least patient person I know?” I asked.

“Okay, you’re right, and I was just joking. Let’s go and look.”

The hallway was packed, and it felt as if we were salmon fighting our way upstream. We were the largest junior high in New Jersey, but the building didn’t seem big enough to hold all 1,600 of us who called this place our home away from home. We squirmed and shuffled our way forward.

“You know you have nothing to worry about,” Natasha said.

“Thanks. Neither do you.”

“Oh, I’m not worried, Shirli. You know that.”

Natasha and I had been friends, and pretty much inseparable, since third grade—like two peas in a pod, or peanut butter and jam. But there was a big difference between us. Natasha had never been in a school show before. In fact, she had only tried out this time because I’d practically dragged her to the auditions. It really didn’t matter to her whether she got a part or not. The problem was that for me it mattered way too much.

“Ms. Ramsey really likes you,” she pointed out. I knew she was trying to reassure me.

“She likes everybody,” I said.

“It’s more than that. I think she sees herself when she looks at you.”

I laughed. “Like she’s looking in some sort of funhouse mirror?”

Ms. Ramsey was our drama teacher. She was in her early thirties but looked a lot younger. She was blond and slim and moved in this slinky, smooth way like someone who’d had years of dance training. We couldn’t have been more different in appearance, but I guess I had the same way of moving, thanks to my own dance classes.

“I didn’t mean the way you two look,” Natasha continued. “Ms. Ramsey is so beautiful.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“Come on, you know what I mean. You’re really pretty, but not like her. You look more like me!”

Well, true, we did look a lot alike, even though my family was eastern European and Jewish, and Natasha’s was Portuguese and Catholic. But where the heck was this going?

“I mean she sees you as being talented like her.”

“Thanks, Tash.” Now that was a compliment.

Before becoming a drama teacher, Ms. Ramsey had been in some Off-Broadway productions. She had great stories to tell, like the time she auditioned for Harold Prince, one of the greatest Broadway directors of all time. Or the time she met Kristin Chenoweth in an audition and got to ask her what it felt like to win a Tony Award for her role in You’re a Good Man, Charlie Brown. Ms. Ramsey tossed those stories out like pieces of confetti and I grabbed each one of them. She could act, she could dance, and she could sing—a real triple threat. It was great to have her here teaching us. And awful at the same time. If somebody with that much talent couldn’t make it as a professional actor and ended up teaching junior high school drama, what chance did anybody have? What chance did I have? Especially if I didn’t get the part today.

My dream was to perform in front of thousands of people. Something always happened to me when I stepped in front of an audience. Sure, I was nervous. Every performer I’d ever talked to got butterflies—some worse than others. But for me, the nerves would fade and a rush of excitement would take over—like being at a fireworks display, or being a part of the fireworks. The first time I felt that, I knew I wanted to be a performer. My father always joked that I could dance and sing before I could walk or talk. I had been taking dance classes, singing lessons, and piano lessons for as long I could remember. And for the last two years I’d added acting lessons as well.

My parents had been so encouraging, not just paying for everything and driving me to lessons and competitions and recitals and plays, but always being there. They are the best. They really are. Still, I was pretty sure that they would have been happier if I’d been leaning toward something a little more traditional in terms of career. My brother Adam, who’s eight years older than me, was following in my mom’s footsteps and was in pre-med at Rider University. My father was an accountant. He’d taken over his father’s—my Zayde’s—business in Manhattan. But my father was also the musical one in the family. He said he’d always wanted to learn an instrument, but my grandfather had said no. Dad claimed he was the only Jewish kid on the planet whose parents hadn’t put him into violin or piano lessons. And he didn’t have a bad voice—well, he didn’t have a bad untrained voice. I guess I got the musical bug from him.

We turned down the hall toward the Drama department. The cast list was supposed to be posted on the wall outside the auditorium. Up ahead I saw a crowd gathered around the bulletin board. I came to a dead stop, my heart pounding out of control.

“Okay, Shirli, take a deep breath and relax,” Natasha said.

“Easy for you to say!”

We joined the crowd at the back. So many people had tried out. Some schools were football schools. Some were basketball schools. Ours was a musical school. Of course, we had all those sports as well, but we were known as the junior high that put on big musicals. We had a great reputation, and that was one of the reasons why Ms. Ramsey had come to teach here.

Last year we had put on A Chorus Line. Of course, I didn’t get one of the leads, but I did end up with a featured spot, which was pretty amazing for a student in seventh grade. And I’d also ended up being the understudy for two of the supporting roles. I didn’t actually get the chance to play either part during the run, but people who heard me sing in rehearsals said I was better than the people who did perform. This year’s production was going to be Fiddler on the Roof. And the part I wanted was Hodel, one of the daughters. Not only did she sing “Matchmaker, Matchmaker” in the sisters’ trio, but she had the most beautiful, haunting solo in the whole production as far as I was concerned—a song called “Far From the Home I Love.” Yup, Hodel was the part I was holding my breath for.

As we shuffled forward I watched the people in front. Some would look at the list and come away looking pretty upset, while others jumped up and down and shrieked. With each joyful scream I knew a part was gone. And with each disappointed face I knew another person had been eliminated from the competition for the remaining roles. Was it wrong that I was secretly happy to see those faces? Not that anybody could tell what I was thinking or feeling.

We got closer to the front, closer to the list. I started to think that I understood what it would be like to walk along the corridor on death row, moving toward my execution. Okay, a little dramatic, but I was more than a little dramatic.

Mohammed let out a yell—“I got a part!”—and pumped his fist in the air. I couldn’t help but smile. Mohammed and I had acted together before, and he was talented. I wasn’t surprised at all. He worked his way back through the crowd as people slapped him on the back and offered their congratulations.

“What part?” I asked as he came up to us.

“Perchik. I’m playing Perchik, the scholar!” he said excitedly, running a hand through his jet-black hair.

“You’ll do a great job.”

“Thanks, thanks so much, Shirli.”

If I got the part of Hodel, then he would be playing my stage husband. It wasn’t like there was any big romance between the two characters, just some handholding and staring into each other’s eyes. I could do that. I liked Mohammed. He was funny, and pretty smart.

We were getting closer to the front, and I realized that I was now shoulder to shoulder with Mindi McConnell. We gave each other a perfunctory nod and a slight, polite smile. Mindi was a year older than me, but we were in the same dance company and we took private lessons from the same vocal coach. She used to be nice to me, but that was before we started competing for the same dance parts, and my applause at recitals began to rival hers.

At our last recital she had sung a Destiny’s Child song. Why does everybody think they can do Beyoncé? Well, really, she did a pretty good job. Me, I went old school and sang an Aretha Franklin classic, and the audience went wild. I even got a standing ovation. That was when Mindi pretty much stopped talking to me completely.

We both knew it was either going to be me or her to snag the part of Hodel. She was a better dancer, but I was a better singer—I’d proven that. The big advantage she had was that she was in ninth grade and I was in eighth. Our school had a tradition of giving the leading roles to seniors.

The crowd was moving forward again and suddenly we were right in front of the list. I felt sweat running down my sides and my hands were getting clammy. Tash was wrong. I did have a lot to worry about. Oh, why had Ms. Ramsey chosen Fiddler on the Roof when there were so many other incredible musicals with so many more good parts to choose from? I knew I shouldn’t complain. At least we were getting to stage a show. In the first months following 9/11 some people said we shouldn’t have a production at all this year. I wasn’t sure if they thought it was disrespectful or because they didn’t think large groups of kids should be together in the same place—like we made too good a target.

It had been almost five months since the attack now, since the towers had fallen. In some ways it seemed like yesterday. In others, like it was forever ago, or, in a way, as if it had never happened at all. Then you’d turn on the TV and see people still cleaning up at Ground Zero—cranes loading dump trucks taking away concrete and tangled metal beams…and other things.

Most of the time I didn’t really think about it much, but there was still an uneasiness in people. It hung in the air like the black smoke that had risen from the site. People wondered if things would ever be the same again. I guess that’s what putting on the show was really about for us—trying to make things the same as they were before. In the end, our school had decided that the show would help us heal from the sadness of that terrible time.

Someone flipped the pages of the list and—

“I’m in the ensemble!” Natasha cried out, and then she added a delighted little shriek.

“Congratulations!” I was happy for her. I just wanted her to get to the sheet that showed the rest of the roles—including the one I was after.

Natasha lifted up the page and now the featured player roles came into view. First the lesser-known male roles, and then two female parts that, technically, I could have gotten—Hodel’s youngest sisters. I let out the breath that I was holding, grateful and relieved not to see my name beside either role.

Somebody turned another page and more roles appeared, bigger ones, including Tzeitel and Chava—the two other sisters. My name was absent again. Those had been my safety spots—they also got to sing “Matchmaker”—but they had gone to other people.

That left only three major female roles. Come on, I prayed. Somebody turn the page! I could feel my heart pounding, and I started winding my long, curly hair around my fingers, a nervous habit.

And then I heard another shriek. I knew that voice. It was Mindi. She was jumping up and down like she had just won a Tony Award instead of some part in a junior high school musical. Her friends crowded around her and hugged her and added to the shrieks. That was when I saw her name beside the role—beside my role. Mindi had been given the part of Hodel—the daughter with the very best solo.

I felt numb. I wasn’t the lead. I wasn’t one of the lesser sister roles. I wasn’t in the ensemble. I was nothing. How could that possibly be?

“Shirli, you’re in! You got a lead!” Natasha screamed and threw her arms around me.

Had I read it wrong? I peered at the list again, and finally saw my name, Shirli Berman, come into focus.

“You’re Golde!” Natasha yelled. “You got a lead role!”

Golde! Golde was the mother, the wife of the male lead, Tevye—yes, technically she was also a lead. But while she sang in a couple of duets, she had no solo and no real standout moment on stage. I’m playing Mindi’s mother. I’m playing everybody’s mother. I’m playing an old Jewish woman who has no solo.

Natasha was still squealing and jumping up and down. But I wasn’t nearly as happy for me as she was.





CHAPTER TWO

My mother’s car was in our driveway. I hadn’t expected that. In fact, I never knew when she was going to be home. Mom was an obstetrician, and she worked the most unpredictable hours. As she always said, “I’ve never delivered a baby that was wearing a watch.”

She was sitting at the kitchen counter sipping coffee when I came in. Most days, she practically inhaled caffeine. It was her way of compensating for the interrupted sleep that came with the job.

“You’re a bit late getting home,” she said.

“Just a bit.”

“I was starting to get worried.”

“There was nothing to worry about,” I said.

“I know, but worrying is what I do. You know that.”

That was partly because she was a mother, and partly because she was a doctor. But her worrying had gotten worse since 9/11. Everybody seemed more worried.

I took a seat across from her.

“So?” my mother asked.

“So what?”

“It was today, wasn’t it? Wasn’t it today that they were posting the cast for the play?”

“Oh, yeah, that’s right. I guess I forgot,” I said.

My mother stared at me for a minute, and then started to slowly clap. “I’m glad those acting lessons are paying off. You almost convinced me!”

I made a slight bow.

“So, what part did you get?”

“I got a lead.”

“Congratulations!” She reached out and took my hands in hers. “So, shall I start calling you Hodel?”

I shook my head. “I got the part of Golde.”

“Golde?” There was a half-second delay. “That’s wonderful,” she exclaimed. “That’s even better.”

“I don’t know if it’s better, but it is different.” All the way home I’d been practicing hiding my disappointment, so she wouldn’t feel disappointed for me.

“As I recall, she’s in a lot more scenes.”

“But she doesn’t have many songs.”

“That just means you get to show off your acting chops more than your singing.”

“I guess so.”

“And in many ways Fiddler is really more a play than a musical.”

That was such a good line, even if I wasn’t sure it was true.

Mom stood up and moved over to the fridge. She rummaged inside and pulled out a jar of peanut butter, turning to hold it up to me. I nodded and she grabbed a box of crackers and a couple of plates and knives, putting them on the table. We munched in silence for a little while.

“Rehearsals start in a couple of days,” I said. “I just wish I could talk to Bubbie and tell her about it.” My Bubbie was my grandmother—my father’s mother—and she’d recently passed away. Sometimes I still had trouble believing she was gone. “It would have been great to get her help to understand the character I’m playing.”

My mother laughed. “She would have had a fit if you’d asked her. She wasn’t that old! Fiddler is set well before her time.”

“I know that. I just meant her being a Jewish mother and all.”

“Last time I checked I’m also a Jewish mother, but I wasn’t there either! It was your Zayde’s mother who would have known all about it. She lived through the pogroms, when Jews were massacred by the Tsarist Russians.”

Mom offered me another cracker, but I shook my head. Then I took our plates and knives to the sink and put the peanut butter back in the fridge.

“I wish I could have met her,” I said. “I didn’t know about that family history.”

“She wasn’t there for the first pogroms, of course,” Mom continued. “Those go way back to the 1820s. But there was another wave of violence that started in 1905.”

“That’s when Fiddler is set,” I said. “But I thought Dad’s family was from Poland.”

“The family fled Russia and ended up in Poland. Your Zayde was the baby of the family. I think his mother was in her mid-thirties when she had him. He was born in 1930, so she was probably born around 1894 or ’95—she would have been ten or eleven when those pogroms took place.”

“Do you think Zayde would talk to me about what he knows?” I asked. “Maybe his mother told him stories.”

She shrugged. “Sometimes he talks; sometimes he doesn’t. The memories are hard, especially since your Bubbie passed away.”

The death of my grandmother had been hard on all of us. It wasn’t just that we missed her, but we knew how much he missed her. We could see the pain in his eyes, and the way his body had become stooped and slow, like his breath was being sucked out of him. I think if he’d had his way he would have died instead of Bubbie, or along with her. It had been almost six months. For us the pain was fading. For him it was just as strong.

“All you can do is ask him,” my mother replied. “Aren’t you supposed to get him some groceries tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow or the next day.”

Once a week, I’d stop into the little grocery store near his house and get him a few things. It was a store we’d shopped in our whole lives. The owner, Mr. Merkin, let my father run a tab, so all I had to do was pick up the groceries, and he paid later. Grocery shopping was one of the things that my Bubbie always did. I don’t know if my Zayde had ever gone shopping in his whole life. I actually liked doing it, and really, it was less about getting the groceries and more about visiting him, helping him feel less alone.

“Go today. He’ll be happy to see someone,” she said. “Besides, you probably need props for the play.”

“We do! Ms. Ramsey mentioned that during the try-outs.”

“You know, his attic is filled with old things that might work.”

“Really?”

“Everything he or your Bubbie ever owned is stuffed in that attic. I’m sure he’d let you borrow things if you asked. You know he’d do just about anything for you.”
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I pulled the collar of my coat up as I turned onto the path to Zayde’s house. The wind was pretty fierce, and snow was blowing up from the garden and into my face. Underneath the snow were the sleeping flowers and shrubs that my grandparents had loved and tended with such care. I could never walk that path without being flooded with memories.

When I was little, my Bubbie and Zayde used to babysit me at their home once or twice a week. We’d have Bubbie’s special chicken noodle soup, talk, or watch TV. Sometimes they’d take me out to the mall for an outing. The mall had an indoor amusement park, and I got to ride the merry-go-round and the Ferris wheel. I loved it. Later, when I started school, their house was where I often came at the end of the day. My parents worked such crazy hours that I could never rely on them being home. And Adam had a busy life and couldn’t—or often wouldn’t—babysit his little sister. So, I came here, did my homework, and hung out with Bubbie and Zayde.

Before I even got to the back door I could hear the TV blaring. Zayde was a little hard of hearing, but he also just loved to have the TV on loud. I had my own key so I let myself in through the kitchen. I could imagine Bubbie standing at the sink, washing dishes, and then turning around to greet me, drying her hands on her apron and giving me a big hug and…she wasn’t there, but the dishes were done and drying on the rack. Everything was tidy, but not as clean as when Bubbie was alive. I know some people think of their grandmothers when they smell gingerbread or chocolate chip cookies, but I thought about Bubbie every time I smelled Pine-Sol or Mr. Clean.

My parents had been bugging Zayde to have a cleaning woman come in, but he wouldn’t hear of it. “I don’t want a stranger in my house,” he said. Zayde tried his best to keep the house tidy and care for the yard. When Adam was at home he would help out, and my father dropped by whenever it snowed to lend a hand. Doing the grocery shopping was my way of chipping in.

There was talk about Zayde coming to live with us, but he insisted that he didn’t want to be “a burden.” Besides, he liked living here. He told me he couldn’t leave because he’d have to leave behind his memories of Bubbie, and that was really all he still had.

I put the bags down on the table. The grocery list was the same every week: some dark rye bread, cold cuts, a package of oatmeal, a pint of coffee cream, seven cans of tomato soup, some crackers, a box of chocolate chip cookies, a bottle of apple juice, two chocolate bars, and three or four bananas. And even though I knew the list by heart, Zayde still went over it with me as if it were the first time I’d ever heard it. He was very particular, especially about the bananas. There couldn’t be too many, and they couldn’t be too ripe or too big.

Zayde was watching TV in the living room. I couldn’t see it, but I could hear that he was watching wrestling. My Zayde loved wrestling.

I walked in and gave him a kiss on the forehead, then used the remote to turn down the volume. I knew better than to turn it off. He was wearing a shirt and tie and a suit jacket. He always dressed in a suit, even to sit in his own house. If he’d been going out, there would have been a hat on his head and his shoes would have been perfectly shined.

“Shirli, it is so good to see you!” he chirped.

“It’s good to see you, too, Zayde.”

“Did you bring me my groceries?”

“They’re in the kitchen,” I said.

“Did you bring the oatmeal? I’m almost out of oatmeal.”

“I brought the oatmeal.”

“And the bread, did you bring the bread?”

“I brought the bread. Dark rye, the type you like.”

“Excellent. And what about the—?”

“Zayde, I brought you everything I always bring you. The bread, the cold cuts, the cookies, and a bunch of thirty bananas.”

He chuckled. It was our standard joke. “Not forty?”

“No, this week it was only thirty. Next week it will be forty.”

“I hope they’re not too big,” he said.

“They’re the perfect size and perfect ripeness.”

“It’s just that I can’t eat too much and I don’t want food to go to—”

“To waste. I know. One half banana each day is what you want, and that’s what I brought you.” He would slice them and put them on top of his oatmeal.

He smiled. “You’re such a good girl.”

“I try.”

“Sit and watch wrestling with me.”

“I’ll sit, but do we have to watch wrestling?” I asked.

“Come, and I will explain it to you.” He pointed to a seat on the couch next to his chair. There wasn’t much choice. I sat down.

“So, you really don’t like wrestling?” he asked.

I smiled. This was a conversation we’d also had many times—sort of like his grocery list. What was there to like about a bunch of half-naked men running around in a cage and pummeling each other?

“Not really.”

“Strange. How can you not like wrestling?”

“It’s, well…it’s just that it’s fake.”

“What are you talking about? It’s real! You see that man there? He’s one of my favorites.”

I looked at the set and saw two large men grappling in the ring.

“That’s Stone Cold Steve Austin,” he said. “He was the wrestler of the year in 1998 and ’99. He was robbed when he didn’t win in 2000, but I hope 2002 will be his year again.”

I knew enough to know that he was the wrestler with the shaved head. As I watched, he flipped the other guy over the ropes and right out of the ring!

“These guys are very skilled,” Zayde continued. “They know exactly what they’re doing.”

Zayde was getting excited now. His hands were twitching and his face was animated. “They know when to hold back. And when to push more—they are real athletes.”

Zayde spoke with a kind of soft European accent that made him sound like Arnold Schwarzenegger, except that Arnold was from Austria and Zayde was from Poland. But some things were the same. Every w sounded like a v. And saying th for Zayde was impossible. It sounded more like a soft z. So when Zayde said the word athlete, it sounded like he was saying azzz-lete. He caught me trying to stifle a grin.

“When you’re able to speak five languages as I can, zzzen you can laugh at me.”

“Sorry, Zayde.” I knew he wasn’t angry. This was just another of our games.

“Wrestling is like ballet and gymnastics and acting all rolled into one. Now that’s something you should understand.” Zayde sat back in his armchair and folded his arms across his chest.

“I guess that’s another type of triple threat,” I said. By now I’d had enough of discussing the merits of wrestling, and I had a question of my own. “Zayde, do you think I could look in your attic?”

“You want to go up into the attic?”

“I’m just looking for some stuff that Mom said you might have up there.”

“What is it you’re looking for?”

“We’re doing a play and we need props,” I explained.

“Is your play about an old Jewish man living in New Jersey?”

“Not New Jersey, but there is an old Jewish man. We’re putting on Fiddler on the Roof. Do you know it?”

“Know it? Of course I know it. Did you know that your Bubbie once saw Fiddler on the Roof on Broadway, starring Mr. Zero Mostel?”

“Wow! I didn’t know that.”

“He was the first Tevye—the original star of the show.”

“And did she like it?”

“Like it? She loved it. She went on and on about it. She even tried to get me to go and see it with her.”

“And you didn’t go?”

He shook his head. “You know that sort of thing never interested me.”

I sighed. I did know that. Bubbie had gone to almost all of my recitals, but Zayde had never been to one.

“So, since Bubbie told you about it, Zayde, you know this show is about what happened to Jews in Russia at the turn of the century.”

“I know what it’s about. That’s what confuses me. Hundreds of thousands of Jews were persecuted and killed. That’s nothing to sing about. What’s next, a musical about the Holocaust?”

That caught me by surprise. I knew Zayde had been in a concentration camp, but the Holocaust was something he never talked about. Once in a blue moon, if he rolled up his shirt sleeves, you could catch a glimpse of the line of blue numbers that had been tattooed onto his left forearm. When I was still little I asked my father about those numbers—even then I had a feeling I shouldn’t ask Zayde directly—and he explained what they meant. Of course, you couldn’t grow up in a Jewish home and not know something about the Holocaust. Besides, we’d learned about it at school, and I’d read some books, and we marked Holocaust Remembrance Day every year. But somehow that number on Zayde’s arm was what made it all seem real. Too real. Sometimes I wondered if that was why he always wore long-sleeved shirts buttoned at the wrist.

“It’s okay, Shirli,” he said. “You go up to the attic, look, and after wrestling is done we can have tea. Would that be good?”

“That would be perfect.”

I got up and gave him another kiss on the top of his head, smoothing down the fluffy tuft of hair that always managed to stand straight up like it had a mind of its own.

“You be careful on those rickety stairs,” he said.

“I will.”

“It’s been years and years since I’ve even been up there. If you find a couple of gold bars you be sure to share them with me,” he said.

“Fifty-fifty.”

Before leaving the living room, I turned the sound way back up on the TV. He gave me a little thumbs-up and another smile and I left him and the wrestlers behind, with the noise from the match following me out of the room.

I climbed up the stairs and hesitated at my grandparents’ bedroom door. Bubbie had spent the last few months of her life there, and I hadn’t been in their room since she died. I peeked in, somehow expecting her to still be there. But nothing, not even the smell of Pine-Sol or Mr. Clean.

The attic was accessible only from their bedroom, with a set of pull-down stairs. I went in and grabbed a flashlight that I knew Zayde always kept by his bed, flicked it on to make sure it worked, and stepped into the walk-in closet. One side was filled with my Zayde’s things: white shirts, dark suits, and a row of almost identical shoes on the floor, all polished and waiting for him to slip them on. These were the components of his “uniform,” the clothing he had worn to work every day. He said that an accountant had to always look like an accountant.

On the other side was my Bubbie’s entire wardrobe, still there waiting for her, as if she’d never died. My parents had offered to help Zayde clean everything out but he’d refused. I guess I understood. Getting rid of Bubbie’s things would probably feel to Zayde like he was getting rid of her memory once and for all. And that was way too difficult for him to do.

I reached up and grabbed the cord that pulled down the little set of stairs. They were stiff and stuck, and I had to pull hard until they popped open, releasing a spray of dust as they descended and hit the floor.

I looked up into the darkness. I’d only been up there a few times, and always with somebody else—usually my Bubbie or my father. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea, I thought. Maybe I should wait until my grandfather was done watching wrestling and he could come up with me. No, actually, Zayde trying to climb these steep old steps was an even worse idea. But he would have tried if I’d asked. He hardly ever said no to me—or to anybody. That was part of who he was.

Slowly, one shaky step at a time, I started up, led by the beam of the flashlight. When I was almost at the top I stopped and lifted up the light, letting it play around the dark space. There were boxes and big, bulky shapes that looked like old furniture, covered with plastic or sheets. There were a couple of old trunks, and some framed paintings leaning against the wall. The attic was big and crowded and kind of spooky-looking…Stop that! I told myself. There was nothing to be scared of…unless the murderer was hiding under one of those sheets, or behind one of the trunks! Okay, enough! I was willing to be dramatic, but stupid wasn’t in my repertoire.

Up I went until my head and shoulders were through the trapdoor to the attic and I was able to climb in and get to my feet. Down below—way down below—I could still hear the wrestling match going on. That was reassuring and disturbing all at once. With the TV that loud my Zayde would never be able to hear me scream! Swinging the flashlight around, I spotted a string hanging down from a bare lightbulb in the ceiling. I grabbed at the string, missed it the first time, grabbed it a second time, pulled, and the attic filled with muted, dusty light. Now I was finally able to look around and see more clearly what was what.

Even with the light on, the whole attic still felt kind of creepy and unwelcoming. How did Zayde even get all this stuff up here? I wondered. I couldn’t imagine lugging cases and paintings and tables up those rickety steps, although judging by the thick layer of dust most of it had been up here since he was much, much younger. The bulb above my head was swinging gently from side to side, lighting up first one half and then the other half of the attic. One side seemed to disappear into a dark corner where the roof sloped at a steep angle. Even when I aimed the flashlight in that direction, it was impossible to make out anything except some shadowy objects. The other side opened up into a larger space that was crammed with boxes and covered furniture. Back and forth the lightbulb swung, inviting me to pick a direction. Dark corner? Open space? I was no fool, I was going to stick with the open space.

“Okay, if you were props, where would you be hiding?” Talking out loud seemed to help. The sound filled the space and made me feel less alone.

I lifted up a striped bedsheet, yellowed with age, and found two small tables and a couple of my Bubbie’s antique wooden chairs underneath. They would be perfect for Tevye’s house—in good condition, but old enough to look like they could have come from the early 1900s. It was a good start. There were two suitcases on the right that looked pretty new. Those must have been the ones that Bubbie and Zayde used when they made their last trip, that cruise to Greece, just after Bubbie was diagnosed with cancer. She had always wanted to see the Greek islands. It was bittersweet for both of them, knowing it would probably be their last chance to travel together. Still, she had come home so happy to have finally seen that part of the world. When she took to her bed shortly after that, she told me she had no regrets.

Okay, I needed to stop thinking about that and focus on finding some props. The table and chairs were great, but I was hoping to find some clothing. The new suitcases probably didn’t contain any old clothes so I knew I didn’t need to open them. But just behind them, I spied a big old trunk, the kind held together with thick leather straps and rusty buckles. It was about four feet wide and three feet high, and it looked like something Tevye might have brought to America from the “old country.” Perfect! Now that was bound to have some treasures inside.

I had to push aside some heavy cases, and I heaved a big dresser out of the way—and that’s when a giant spider crawled out from underneath it and scurried over my foot and into a corner.

“Eeeeeek!”

I dropped the sheet I was holding. I hated spiders, probably more than bees or even snakes. Well, snakes were pretty bad too. But this spider looked absolutely prehistoric! I realized the attic was probably crawling with spiders. I grabbed at my hair and started winding it around my fingers, trying to calm myself. Now, when I looked around, I could feel a million creepy little eyes staring at me from behind every object.

But I was on a mission—I had to pull myself together. I swallowed my fear, let go of my hair, willed myself to stop shaking, and shoved the dresser fully out of the way, exposing the old trunk.

The buckles that held it together looked as if they hadn’t been touched in decades. They were stiff and rusty, and it took all of my strength to twist and bend and unbuckle until they finally gave way and dropped to the side. I pushed open the lid. It took a minute or so to recognize the smell that wafted out from inside. And then I remembered. Mothballs. They were small white balls of chemical pesticide that were used to keep mold and moths—the ones that would eat through clothing—away. They looked like round mints, the kind my parents kept in the candy bowl. Bubbie used to put them in with her sweaters and other woolens when she was packing them away for the summer. Then one day, when I was really little, I found some while I was playing in her bedroom. I was just about to pop one into my mouth when my grandmother discovered me and probably saved my life! The mothballs had a strong smell, kind of like gasoline and bleach and nail polish remover mixed together.

There was a flat tray inside the trunk at the top, which I lifted out and set aside. And underneath was a treasure trove—exactly what I had hoped to find. Old skirts that fell to below my knee, flowery blouses with poofy sleeves and big collars, a dozen or more aprons—Bubbie loved to cook. There were even some old high-heeled shoes and a couple of hats, the kind you had to hold in place on the top of your head with a long, fancy hat pin. I wasn’t sure how much of this stuff would fit the period of Fiddler on the Roof, but I made a big pile to show Ms. Ramsey. She could decide.

The top half of the trunk contained Bubbie’s old clothes, and underneath them were Zayde’s. There were old pleated trousers and a couple of faded brown jackets and some knitted sweaters. And thanks to the mothballs they were pretty intact. There were even shoes and boots that were in remarkably good condition. I knew Zayde was a packrat and hated to get rid of anything, but this trunk was making him look like a hoarder. There was enough here to provide wardrobe for practically the whole cast of our show. Ms. Ramsey was going to be thrilled!

My pile was growing so high I knew that I would have to call in reinforcements to get all the stuff down the stairs. Maybe my father would come over later to help me carry out the clothes, along with the table and chairs. By now I had pretty much forgotten about gigantic spiders and murderers. I was completely focused on finding as much stuff for the show as I possibly could.

Under Zayde’s old clothes there was one more tray. I lifted it out, but there was no more clothing to be found. The bottom of the trunk was filled with papers and files and what looked like old legal documents. Interesting, maybe, but nothing that was going to help with our show.

And then, just as I was about to close the lid of the trunk, something caught my eye. Among the documents was a big sheet of paper—no, not paper, more like a poster of some kind, with tall black words printed on top. I pushed aside the other stuff and pulled it out, holding it up to the dim light to try and make out what it said. No luck. The writing was in a language I couldn’t read. Maybe Polish, I thought. Or probably Yiddish, which was the language that many elderly Jews from eastern Europe spoke. It was what Bubbie and Zayde had spoken at home. I hadn’t heard Zayde speak Yiddish since Bubbie died. Yup, this had to be Yiddish. Maybe we could use the poster in Fiddler as well, I thought. There was a tavern scene in the show, and maybe this could be hung on a wall.

Then I realized there was one word I did understand—Berman—our family name. And below that name was a faded black-and-white photograph of four men and a woman. Were these people distant relatives of mine?

Each person in the photo was holding a musical instrument—a violin, a clarinet, tambourine, accordion, and double bass. The men—actually, two or three of them were just boys—were wearing dark jackets like the ones I had found in the trunk, and they had caps on their heads. One face jumped out from the others, the youngest one in the picture, and I gasped when I realized that it was Zayde. I’d never seen a picture of him when he was young, but that face, that expression, those eyes…there was no mistaking him. He looked just like a combination of my father and Adam. He held a violin under his chin and a bow up to the strings. But that made no sense. Zayde couldn’t play the violin—he didn’t even play the radio! There wasn’t even a radio in the house. He never listened to music, not even in the car.

And who were those other people with him in the picture? Were they family members? I studied the older man to Zayde’s left—his father, perhaps? And on his right, could that be a brother? Suddenly I felt as if I was looking at a part of my own family tree. I knew I had to show it to Zayde and ask him to tell me all about it. I grabbed the poster. I’d leave the clothing until later, but this was coming with me.

As I stood up, one more thing caught my eye. It was a case of some kind, not very big, and it was sitting in the dark on the floor behind the old trunk. I pulled the flashlight from my pocket and shone the light toward it. I knew instantly what it was—a violin case. I picked it up and carried it over to the table so that I could have a good look. The case was old and battered around the edges. And, like everything else, it was covered in a thick layer of dust. I turned it over and noticed a couple of initials on the back: T.B. Those were Zayde’s initials! Tobias Berman. Was this Zayde’s violin? My head was spinning.

I flipped open the latches and opened the case. And there, nestled in a deep-blue silky lining, was an old violin. It was a bit beaten up and weathered, and a couple of strings were broken. But the wood, which was a dark, rich chestnut color, shone as if someone had polished it that very day. There were four small Stars of David carved in the corners of the front of the frame.

I looked at the photo on the poster and compared it with the violin in front of me. “It’s the same one,” I whispered. The mystery of where this had come from and its relationship to my grandfather was getting bigger and deeper by the minute.





CHAPTER THREE

I’m not sure how I made it down the rickety stairs and back into my grandparents’ bedroom. My mind was only on trying to figure out how I was going to talk to my Zayde about the poster and the violin, both of which were safely tucked underneath one arm.

The TV was still on downstairs, but when I listened more closely I realized that it wasn’t the sound of wrestling that blared from below. It was something else—maybe a documentary, or some newscast. That just confirmed for me that Zayde had probably fallen asleep. And sure enough, when I crept back into the living room, there he was, head back against the headrest of his armchair, eyes closed, mouth slightly open and slack. He was snoring softly, and his glasses had tilted so that one lens was up on his forehead and the other on his cheek. I glanced at the now familiar scene on the TV. There was a reporter standing in front of the wreckage of the Twin Towers, with a machine lifting pieces of concrete into a dump truck in the background. He was interviewing a man in a white construction hat. I didn’t want to hear what he had to say.

I took the remote from the table at Zayde’s side and turned the TV off. I hesitated just a second before leaning over my grandfather and whispering softly, “Zayde, wake up.”

“Huh? What?” He startled and raised his head, quickly reaching up to readjust his glasses. “Shirli. What happened? What time is it?”

“It’s about 6:30.” I knew I needed to get home for supper.

“I fell asleep. Just closed my eyes for a second and I was out like a light.”

“Sorry to wake you up.”

“No, no, I didn’t mean to doze off.” He squinted at the TV. “Wrestling is over?”

I nodded. “I think it’s been over for a while.”

“And did you find anything worthwhile upstairs?”

And with that simple question, everything changed between my grandfather and me. I was just about to tell him about the clothing and furniture I had discovered. I was going to ease him into the conversation, and then gently turn it toward a discussion about his younger days. But that plan was suddenly derailed when Zayde took one look at the poster and violin still snugly tucked under my arm. His mouth fell open and his face went the color of chalk.

“What are you doing with that? Where did you find those things?” His voice was hoarse and trembling.

“In the attic. You told me I could go there to look…remember?”

“Yes, yes…I just didn’t know those were there…were still there.” His whole body started to tremble, and he suddenly seemed so frail and old.

“Zayde, are you all right?” I knelt down in front of him and reached out to touch him, terrified that he was going to have a heart attack or a stroke. He shook my hand away.

“Those are my private things. You shouldn’t have them.”

His voice had gone from hoarse to harsh. I’d never heard him sound so angry with me. I was his cherished granddaughter—the one he’d do anything for. And now I was really scared, not only about Zayde’s well-being but about having dug into something that was none of my business.

“I’m…I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to do anything wrong. I just found this stuff up in the attic. You said I could go up there. I’m really sorry.” My voice trailed off into a whisper.

Zayde looked away. “Those weren’t supposed to be there. They were to be gone, given away or thrown out. Your Bubbie promised me she’d get rid of them.”

“The poster was in a big trunk under some clothes. I’m sorry,” I said again.

“These are not yours to touch. Please just leave these things here.”

He wasn’t sounding as angry anymore, just weak and a bit sad.

“But I don’t understand, Zayde. Why…?”

“I said please leave them.”

That was the end of the conversation, and I knew it. I carefully placed the poster and violin on the sofa and turned back to my grandfather. “Is there anything I can get you, Zayde? Some tea maybe?”

“No, I’m fine, just fine. Sorry I yelled. It’s just…”

“No, I get it. I shouldn’t have touched your stuff. I hate it when Mom comes into my room and moves my things around. Or when Adam takes stuff that isn’t his.” I was babbling now, trying to lighten the mood, but failing miserably. Zayde just sat there and said nothing. At least he’d stopped shaking.

“Okay, well, I guess I should get going. You’re sure I can’t get you anything?”

No response.

I headed for the door, but just before leaving, I turned around once more. “I’m really sorry, Zayde. I found some great old clothes and hats in the top of that trunk, stuff that would be perfect for our show. And I guess I got so excited that I just kept digging to the bottom. That’s when I found the poster.” I needed to know that everything was okay between my grandfather and me. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if he stayed angry.

Finally, he raised his head and looked at me. “I understand, Shirli. And don’t worry. Everything will be fine. You’re welcome to take the clothes for your show,” he added. “You’ll come back for them. We’ll have tea together another day.”

That was the olive branch. And it was good enough for now. I nodded, turned, and left the house.





CHAPTER FOUR

The next morning, I arrived at school really early. I was all by myself as I ran up the steps to the front door, nobody to be seen except for the security guard posted there—a precaution that had been put in place following 9/11. I was betting Ms. Ramsey would already be in her office, though, and it turned out I was right. The door was slightly open and there was a soft glow coming from inside.

Gently I tapped on the door.

“Come in.”

I pushed the door all the way open and stepped in.

“Hello, and congratulations!” Ms. Ramsey sang out. She jumped out of her chair and threw her arms around me, giving me a big hug. “Have a seat, make yourself comfortable,” she said.

I sank into a soft, comfy chair. In her office, Ms. Ramsey had repainted the school’s industrial yellow walls with a soft pastel green, making a gentle backdrop for her posters and art. The overhead fluorescent lights had been turned off in favor of soft mood lighting from a couple of table lamps. She’d made a school office into a personal style statement. Only Ms. Ramsey could have pulled that off.

She had the same sense of style when it came to her fashion choices. Today she was wearing a flowery top and a long black skirt slit up the side. She always dressed “just right,” although I got the feeling she could have worn a potato sack and made it work. Some people always looked like they were trying too hard, but not Ms. Ramsey.

“I wanted you to know that I think I found some props and costumes for the play,” I said. I stopped myself before adding “and a violin and a poster.” My mind was still in overdrive from those discoveries and the mystery of my grandfather’s past. I really did need to talk to somebody, but I hadn’t even told my parents what had happened—I didn’t really know how to tell them.

“That’s terrific! Thank you for already going above and beyond,” Ms. Ramsey replied. She paused and looked at me thoughtfully. “But that’s not why you’re here this early, is it?”

I shook my head. Ms. Ramsey knew me so well. I needed to get some other things off my chest.

“You’re here to talk to me because you’re disappointed in the role you got.”

“Yes…I mean, no…I’m just confused.”

“Because you wanted to be Hodel.”

“She has the best solo.”

“You do realize that you get to sing ‘Do You Love Me?’ with Ben, right?”

“Ben…Ben Morgan?”

“He got the part of Tevye, so he’s going to be your stage husband.”

“I didn’t know that.” I hadn’t even bothered to look at who got the male lead—the real lead in the play.

“You know Ben, don’t you?”

“Sort of.” Everybody knew Ben. He was the captain of the football team, the team that had just won the district championship. He was just about the most popular guy in school.

“I thought that might have made it a little easier. I gather there are a lot of girls who have a crush on him.”

She stared straight at me when she said that. I didn’t know what to say, but I knew my mouth was hanging open and I was turning red.

Ms. Ramsey chuckled. “I think a lot of girls would love to be playing opposite him.”

Ben was smart, and he was a senior, a year older than me. He had been going out with Emma Price for the past year, but they had recently broken up, which technically made him available—but not for me. He ran in a different crowd, an older, more popular crowd.

“Look, I know that Golde isn’t the role you wanted,” Ms. Ramsey continued, “but it’s the second most important role in the whole play, after Tevye.”

“I guess so.”

“Shirli, I see Fiddler as a play, really.”

Wait, had she been talking to my mother?

“But it has songs, so it’s a musical, right?” I said.

“Or you could say it’s a play that has music.”

I lowered my head and began to pick at a loose thread that dangled from the corner of the chair. I was really grateful to be in the show, but how could I make Ms. Ramsey understand how much I didn’t want my part—despite the fact that I would be playing opposite Ben Morgan?

“The magic of this play is in the acting,” Ms. Ramsey continued, “in the emotions, and that’s why I need you to play Golde.”

“Couldn’t you have needed me to play Hodel instead?”

“Hodel doesn’t have the same impact on the whole story. Yes, her solo is quite lovely.”

Understatement!

“But here’s what I also want you to do. I want you to understudy Hodel and Chava. You’ll have to learn all their lines and songs. Can you handle that?”

I looked up quickly. This sounded interesting. “Of course. But how could I play Golde and one of the daughters as well?”

“Quick costume changes. There are a number of scenes that aren’t shared by Golde and her daughters. We’ll just hope it isn’t necessary.”

It was probably wrong to wish that Mindi was going to fall down a well or get attacked by wolves, but still, that thought was in my head.

“It also seemed right that Mindi get that big song. After all, it is her senior year.”

“Does that mean I’ll get the best part next year when I’m a senior?” I blurted that out, and then realized what I’d said and how it must have sounded. “Sorry.”

Ms. Ramsey paused and then got up and closed the door. “I think we need to have some privacy.”

I sat up straighter in my chair, wondering what was coming. When Ms. Ramsey returned to her seat, she was smiling.

“I can’t promise anything for sure right now,” she began, “but I’ve got something big in mind for you next year.”

I could hardly believe what she was telling me.

“As I said, it’s not 100 percent certain, and you absolutely cannot tell anybody else. Not even your parents, do you understand?”

“I won’t. I promise.”

“It’s just that next year, with Mindi gone, you’ll be head and shoulders above everybody else, and I’m going to need someone with serious vocal chops.”

“What show are we going to do?” I asked.

“I’m not completely committed yet, but it will be a major production. I was thinking about going big with something like Funny Girl.”

“I’d be Fanny Brice?” I gasped.

“You have the range to be Fanny.”

That was maybe the nicest thing anybody had ever said to me.

“But it’s not necessarily going to be Funny Girl,” she continued. “It could be West Side Story or The Sound of Music or—”

“I’d be Maria…or Maria?”

She laughed. “But it could also be Grease or The Wizard of Oz or even Carousel.”

My head was spinning. There were memorable female leads in all of those shows.

“After everything that’s happened in the world, I had thought of switching this year’s production to something more upbeat—something that would help people feel happy again. But Fiddler has such an emotional score and a powerful message. I think everyone will connect with it,” she added.

There was no need to say any more about “what happened in the world,” because it was hanging in the air like a bad dream, even five months later. Two kids at our school had lost parents in 9/11. And even if you hadn’t lost anybody, everybody knew somebody who had been killed. I guess that just made mathematical sense. Over 2,600 lives were lost when the Twin Towers collapsed—2,600 people with wives and husbands, sons and daughters, nieces and nephews, neighbors and friends. Like a stone dropped in a pond, its ripples radiated out almost endlessly.

As long as I lived, I would never forget the day it happened. I was in school, at the start of science class, when we were suddenly aware of activity in the hallway—people running back and forth, the sound of sobbing and cries of disbelief. Our teacher left the class to see what was going on. That was when the principal came on the P.A. to tell us that there had been “an accident”—a plane had crashed into one of the towers of the World Trade Center.

Some of the teachers tried to carry on as normal—after all, at first we really did believe that it was just an accident. But before long the whole school had gathered in the cafeteria, where the television coverage was being projected onto a big screen. There was a strange feeling in the room. It was still an excited vibe, and some people were just treating it like an excuse to get out of class. But that all changed when the second plane hit the South Tower. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing, no matter how many times they replayed it. None of us were laughing or goofing around anymore, we were just quiet, worried, scared. They were closing the school, they said, and calling our parents to come and get us.

I gathered my stuff and went outside. Mom was already there waiting for me. Lots of other parents and grandparents were there; they had all left their workplaces to come pick up their kids even before they were called. Adam’s university was in New Jersey, so we knew he was okay. It took a while to get through to dad in his office in uptown Manhattan. He assured us he was fine, though pretty shaken up by what had happened, and it would probably take him a long time to get home. That’s when Mom decided that we would drive down to the Hudson River. There were so many people there, lining the riverside, looking across the water to Manhattan. We stood there together in silent disbelief. It was like a dream…no, a nightmare. By the time we’d arrived the South Tower had already collapsed. How was that possible? And then the North Tower dissolved before our eyes. It just sort of crumbled. We all gasped and screamed! Even though we knew we were safe, so far away across the river, it felt as if that giant, spectacular tower had fallen right onto us.

“So, for this year I need you to be Golde,” Ms. Ramsey was saying.

I snapped back from my memories. “Yes, of course. I’ll be the best Golde anybody has ever been in a school production.”

“I know you will be.”

“Ms. Ramsey? You know I’m Jewish, right?” I blurted out.

She looked a bit puzzled. “Well yes, but—”

“So I might be able to get information about the time period that will help with my character. My father’s grandmother lived in Russia way back then.”

Ms. Ramsey nodded. “That’s perfect. I knew I could count on you to embrace this part.”

She could. I was going to be the best Golde I could be. After all, what teenage girl didn’t want to appear on stage in front of her entire school dressed as a frumpy, middle-aged Jewish mother living in poverty and oppression?

It would have been so nice to be Hodel…but it was time to let that go. Next year…well, I was going to be Maria from West Side Story, or Sandy from Grease, or maybe Dorothy from The Wizard of Oz. This year I could be Golde.





CHAPTER FIVE

By the time classes started that morning, the news about who had landed which part in the show had spread through the halls of our school. And for the rest of that day, I was stopped by kids I knew—and even some I didn’t—all offering their congratulations. I had to admit, it was a nice feeling, and I actually started to feel better and better about being cast as Golde.

But that night, after I got home, finished my homework, and went to bed, the memory of Zayde’s reaction to my discovery in his attic came crashing down on me.

I had decided not to say anything to my parents about it—at least for now. I couldn’t stop thinking that I had screwed up big time, and I didn’t really want them to be mad at me for upsetting my grandfather. All I knew was that some dark secret from Zayde’s past was tied up with that poster and violin. I had to get to the bottom of it, but I had no idea how.

And now, after talking with Ms. Ramsey, I had another secret, the one about next year’s production. No wonder I couldn’t sleep! My brain was working on too many things at once and my thoughts kept spinning around and around. Too many secrets! That’s what I was thinking as I staggered down to breakfast the next morning feeling like a zombie. I walked into the kitchen and slumped down at the table.

I’ve never been much of a talker in the morning, so that was nothing new. My mom just shoved a glass of orange juice under my nose and backed away. She must have figured that I was nervous about the first rehearsal for Fiddler before classes. And I was! There was a lot of pressure on me—I had to learn my part and the parts I was understudying. I had to prove to Ms. Ramsey that I could be a team player and do my best with the role I was given. Plus, I had to convince her that I was indeed worthy of a big lead the following year. But I felt like I was a bit of a mess. It was like that nightmare I used to get about walking on stage for the first performance of a show only to realize that I had forgotten all of my lines. In my dream, my mouth would open and shut, and nothing would come out of it. I hadn’t had that nightmare since last year’s show, but the memory of it came rushing back to me now. I had barely even started to learn my lines for this show and I was already nervous about forgetting them. On top of all that, I was anxious about how I was going to pull off the role of Golde—it was unlike anything I’d ever tried before—and doubly anxious about performing with Ben Morgan. I definitely had to put this stuff about Zayde on the back burner and get my head into the show.

My father drove me to school that morning. As he drove away he yelled out the window, “Break a leg!”

When I walked into rehearsal, Natasha took one look at me and made a beeline across the room. “You look awful,” she said.

“Thanks.”

“No, I mean, you look really awful.”

“I heard you the first time.”

That’s when she narrowed her eyes in that you-can’t-fool-me kind of way and said, “What happened?”

I only had a few minutes. Our accompanist, Mr. Nevarez, had already taken his place at the piano and was warming up. He was a former teacher, and Ms. Ramsey had pulled him out of retirement to come and play for us. Ms. Ramsey was about to come in and start the rehearsal, and then it would be all business—no time to chitchat about personal stuff. As easygoing as she was outside of the classroom, when it came to rehearsal time, she was all about focus. “Discipline is the bridge between goals and accomplishments,” she was fond of saying. Well, she didn’t actually make that line up. It was from some motivational speaker she was always quoting.

I’d already told Natasha about the props and costumes I’d found in Zayde’s attic. But now I told her the strange story about the violin and the poster and his reaction. She nodded and gasped in all the right places.

“It was like he’d seen a ghost, Tash. I’d never seen him like that before.”

“Did he say why?”

“No, that’s the point. He just got really angry and then really quiet.”

“I can handle the angry part,” Natasha said. “But when somebody gets quiet, that’s the part I hate.”

“That’s because you’re hardly ever quiet,” I pointed out.

“Takes one to know one.” She paused. “I just wonder what it could be. Hey, maybe your grandfather was involved in some kind of crime and you stumbled on the evidence!”

“Whoa, back off, Sherlock!” I exclaimed. “You’ve been watching too many movies. This is my grandfather we’re talking about. He’s the kindest, sweetest man in the whole world. Besides, he was just a boy in the poster. No, I’m sure this has something to do with his life during the war. I just don’t know what.”

“What are you going to do?”

I exhaled a big long breath. “I’m guess I’m going to have to talk to him again. I’m just not sure how.”

Right then, Ms. Ramsey entered the rehearsal hall. When she began to clap her hands to call us to attention, there was instant silence. Most of us had been in shows before and we knew what was expected.

“Thank you for quieting down so quickly,” she began. And then she started to talk about the background to Fiddler.

It was set, she explained, in a little village, or shtetl, called Anatevka in Russia in the early 1900s. She told us that the ruler of Russia at that time was Tsar Nicholas II, who continued a long tradition of brutally anti-Semitic policies and practices instituted in the past by Russia’s leaders. “The kind of men who inspired this hatred of Jews that led to decades of violence against them,” she said.

“Those were the pogroms,” I whispered to Natasha. She nodded.

“And in the midst of all this,” Ms. Ramsey continued, “there was a poor Jewish milkman named Tevye, his wife, Golde, and their five daughters, all just trying to go about their simple lives.”

She smiled at me and at Ben when she named our characters. I looked over at him, feeling my face warm up instantly. Then I checked myself. There was no way I could let Ben see my attraction to him—not that he would notice me even if he tripped over me. We were just doing a show together, that was all. But I had to admit that he did look awfully cute that morning. He was wearing a checkered shirt with long sleeves folded up to his elbows, jeans, and white running shoes. He had spiky short hair that made you wonder if he’d rolled out of bed that way or if he’d spent hours in front of the bathroom mirror.

Ben turned and glanced at me. At first I thought he might have caught me staring at him—like I was some kind of weird stalker! But then he smiled briefly and looked back at Ms. Ramsey. He had the darkest eyes, and they seemed to look right through me.

Natasha dug her elbow into my side. She’d seen, and she knew what was going on in my head!

Ms. Ramsey was naming all of the other characters in the story, pointing out their importance. When she got to the part of Hodel, I thought Mindi’s face was going to split in two, she was grinning so hard.

“We are going to bring all of those characters to life. And we are going to re-create that small Russian village right here on the stage of our school. I’m excited to start.”

That brought a flutter of enthusiastic clapping from the whole cast. Ms. Ramsey held up her hand and quieted us again.

“Now, normally at this time I would sit us all down and just read the script from start to finish. But I thought I’d do something different this morning. I want to dive right into the meat of this play and begin by exploring the relationship between Tevye and his wife. It’s really at the heart of this piece.”

Uh-oh, where was this going?

“And I want to begin with some singing instead of reading. I’d like Ben and Shirli to come up here. We’re going to go to act 2, scene 1. I’m going to have the two of you sing ‘Do You Love Me?’ The rest of you take a seat.”

I think Natasha must have shoved me to the front of the rehearsal hall, because honestly, I didn’t remember getting there. I couldn’t believe that Ms. Ramsey was starting the whole process off with this moment in the play and this song between me and Ben! I couldn’t help but wonder whether she was doing this for the sake of the play or to make me happier about playing Golde.

Ms. Ramsey placed two chairs side by side. “The two of you can sit here. Just pretend you are on a wooden bench outside Tevye’s home. Open your scripts to page 117.”

I sat down and glanced over at Ben. He seemed just as nervous as I was. I hadn’t expected that. Ben always looked so cool. But right now, as he flipped through the script, his leg was bouncing up and down as if there were a motor attached to it. The guy was human after all!

“Now, at this point in the play, all of Tevye’s daughters have rejected the notion of arranged marriages in favor of ‘love matches’ and finding their husbands on their own,” Ms. Ramsey explained. “The daughters are going against a tradition that has been part of this community and culture for years. This song sums up the realization in Tevye’s mind that things are changing. Even though his own marriage was arranged years earlier, he wants to know if Golde really loves him.”

With that she cued Mr. Nevarez at the piano, who put down the crossword puzzle book he had been working on. Ben turned to me and asked, “Do you love me?”

I opened my mouth to reply, and then froze right there on the spot. It was like the ice age had descended on me. My face went rigid, my mind stopped working, and the rest of my body felt as if it were encased in mud. This was my nightmare come to life! I forgot everything—the lyrics, the melody, the lines, you name it. I don’t know how long I sat like that. Ben was staring at me as if I had turned into some kind of sideshow freak. I glanced out at the rest of the cast. Natasha was leaning forward, almost willing me to do or say something. Mohammed was off to one side and gave me a weak thumbs-up. But it was the look on Mindi’s face that finally snapped me out of my trance. She looked smug, almost as though she knew I was going to fail at this. And that’s when I pulled myself together. I was an actress, I reminded myself. And I loved performing. I had been given this part because of my ability to act. So, acting was what I was going to do. And I was intent on impressing everyone in the room with my skill. I took a deep breath.

“Sorry, Ms. Ramsey,” I said. “I’m just getting my head around this part. Golde is strong and independent, right? She runs the home and does a million things. She has no time to sit with Tevye and chat about things like love.”

“Good, good,” said Ms. Ramsey, nodding enthusiastically. The oversized earrings she was wearing bobbed along with her. “It’s really important to think of the character’s motivation.” She said this as much to the whole cast as to me. “Yes, Golde is a pretty hard nut on the outside. But don’t forget that deep down she really does love Tevye. And she’ll admit that by the end of the song.”

I gulped and looked at Ben. “Okay, can we take it again from the top?” This time I was the one who cued Mr. Nevarez. And when Ben started the song, I joined right in.

And that’s when the joy of performing took over. I was on a stage, with an audience in front of me—well, technically only my cast mates, but an audience is an audience. And I wasn’t going to let them or myself down. I responded to every line that Ben gave me, trying to sing in perfect harmony even when his voice was slightly off-key, and acting like there was no tomorrow. When we finished, the whole cast burst into spontaneous applause.

Ben was grinning at me. “You were awesome!” It was as though he’d noticed me for the first time.

“Thanks!” I beamed. “And you sound amazing!”

Did he actually blush when I said that?

When Ms. Ramsey came over, she leaned down and whispered in my ear, “I knew I made the right choice giving you this part. Well done!”





CHAPTER SIX

A couple of days passed before I was able to talk my father into coming with me to Zayde’s to collect the props and costumes from the attic. We’d had only one rehearsal since the first one—a long after-school session of learning the music for the show. Ms. Ramsey had decided that we needed to know all the songs before we could really begin to stage the whole thing.

I climbed into the car beside my father and he started up the engine.

“Thanks for coming with me,” I said.

“My pleasure. You really couldn’t move all that stuff without some help.”

Of course, my father knew that I also wanted him with me for emotional support. I’d finally told my parents everything about the poster and the violin and Zayde’s reaction. They’d tried to help me understand it all, but I think they were as surprised—no, shocked—as I was. And it was all just as mysterious to my father as it was to me.

We backed out of the driveway.

“Are you nervous?” he asked. “About going to see your Zayde?”

I nodded. “A little.”

“Just a little? You’re really twirling your hair.”

I hadn’t noticed. I unwound my finger. “Okay, a lot.”

“That’s understandable.”

I had expected him to say something like, “You have nothing to be nervous about,” so I was surprised by his reply.

“It’s good we’re going today,” he added. “The longer you wait, the harder it gets.”

We stopped at a set of lights—the only lights in the short drive between our house and Zayde’s. I was kind of hoping the light would stay red for about an hour, so I could have more time to think about what I was going to say. But that would have also left me more time to worry about how Zayde would react. If I could have gone back in time and stopped myself from snooping down to the bottom layer of that trunk I would have, in a heartbeat. But all I could do now was try to fix the rift that had opened between us. That was all I wanted…well, that, and to find out more.

“You know that Zayde never speaks about his past,” my father said. It was like he was reading my mind. “Obviously he survived the war and the Holocaust, but I’ve never known how, or even where.”

“It’s still hard for me to believe that you didn’t know anything about Zayde and his family being musicians.”

My father shook his head. “I stopped trying to get him to open up to me years ago. It’s all been a big mystery.”

“But now maybe we’ll have some mysteries solved,” I said.

“Well, I guess we know now where your musical ability came from,” he said.

“And why you love music so much, too. I guess it’s in our blood because it’s in Zayde’s blood.”

“And his parents’, as well. It all makes sense.”

I looked at my father and realized that I wasn’t the only one who was anxious. Dad had a worried look on his face, the kind he had whenever he couldn’t direct what was happening. My father was a bit of a control freak: he loved being in charge, loved organizing things, and hated uncertainty. He was like that with everything, which was probably a good character trait for an accountant. He was the one who organized all of our family holidays, right down to the minor details. If anything went wrong—a delayed flight, a lost bag, a room that wasn’t ready for us—he would freak out. Mom was the one who had to talk him off the ledge in those moments.

He pulled the car up to the curb in front of Zayde’s house.

“Look, Shirli,” he said, turning in his seat to be sure he had my full attention. “I know you want to understand what went on in Zayde’s past, and I know you want to set things right between the two of you, but please don’t push him too hard. He’s just started to come around since Bubbie’s death. And I don’t want anything to upset that apple cart.”

“I got it, Dad. And trust me, I don’t want to upset him either.”

“So, we’ll get your stuff out of the attic, and if Zayde isn’t in the mood to talk, we’ll just leave, okay?”

For now, it was better to just nod my head and leave it at that.

It was dark inside Zayde’s house when we entered. And it was quiet. The TV wasn’t even on, and though I didn’t want to imagine the worst, I could feel my heart rate start to speed up just a bit.

“Zayde?” I called out. No answer. “Zayde, are you here?” This time I turned up the volume. And that’s when I heard his soft reply.

“I’m in the kitchen.”

It was a good thing it was dark in the hallway or my dad would have seen the look on my face—a combination of anxiety and relief. I wondered if the darkness hid the same expression on his face. We took off our coats and made our way to the back of the house. And there was Zayde, sitting at the kitchen table, sipping on a glass of hot tea with lemon. The steam was rising in wispy coils that floated past his face.

“It’s so quiet in here,” I began. “No wrestling on tonight?”

“I’m not sure. I just needed some time to sit and think.”

That’s when my dad stepped in to the conversation. “You okay, Dad?”

“Fine. I’m fine.”

“You taking your medication? Your vitamins? You getting out for a walk?”

Zayde stared at my father. “You’re sounding more like my doctor every day.”

Dad laughed nervously. “Just checking to make sure you’re taking care of yourself.”

“I’m taking my pills, I’m eating well, and I’m feeling fine.”

Dad was looking more uncomfortable by the minute. “Okay…well…how about if I go up to the attic and get those things you were talking about, Shirli.” He turned to look at me. “Are you coming with me?”

That wasn’t what I had in mind. “You know what, Dad? I think I’m going to stay here and keep Zayde company. The clothes are in a pile beside the big trunk. Shout if you need my help, okay?”

Dad hesitated a second, and then nodded. But just before he headed off, he turned and gave me one more look, the kind of stare that I took as a reminder not to push my grandfather too hard.

I took a seat at the table across from Zayde. I was the one who finally broke the silence.

“We started rehearsals for Fiddler. And you won’t believe it but the first song my teacher made us sing was ‘Do You Love Me?’—my duet with Tevye.”

Zayde lifted his eyes and I could see a spark of interest. “I know that song. Your Bubbie loved it…she said it was a real love song, but with so much humor.”

“I was nervous at first, but it went really well. And the guy who is playing Tevye can really sing!”

“I’m glad,” Zayde replied. His face relaxed, and in that moment, I knew we were back on the same page. “You’re going to be wonderful. I have no doubt of that.”

“Thanks. I wasn’t sure I wanted this part to begin with. But now I think I understand why my teacher chose me for it. Do you think you might come on opening night?”

He reached out and put his hand on my arm. “You know it’s hard for me to go to things. I don’t want to make promises I might not be able to keep.”

“It would mean so much,” I said.

He smiled, and I was so thrilled to see it that I smiled back twice as broadly.

“I’ll have to see,” he said at last.

If there was a moment to try and turn the conversation toward Zayde’s childhood, this was it. Dad was still in the attic, and I had just a few minutes. I wasn’t going to waste them. I gulped and took the plunge.

“Zayde, I don’t want to make you angry, but I can’t stop thinking about the poster and the violin. Could I ask you a question?”

I thought I saw him stiffen, and I held my breath, afraid that he would pull away again. But instead he sat back in his chair and gazed at me. “I’ve thought so much about what happened when you found…those things. I didn’t mean to get angry with you. You know I love you very much.” His voice caught at that point and he hesitated.

My heart swelled. “And you’re the best grandfather anyone could ask for.”

Zayde smiled. “Now you’re just trying to flatter me.” Then he looked serious again and said, “I don’t talk much about my life, but I think I owe you an explanation.”

This was the moment I was waiting for. But so many questions were running through my mind, I barely knew where to begin. Zayde must have understood my hesitation.

“Okay, let me help you out. Yes, that was of course me in the poster you found. And yes, I played the violin in a klezmer band. Do you know what klezmer music is?”

I shook my head.

“It is the traditional Yiddish music of our communities in Poland and across eastern Europe—the most beautiful folk songs you’ve ever heard. I was pretty good on the violin, even as a young boy. But my father, now he was the real musician in the family.”

“Was that the man in the photo standing beside you?”

“Yes. He played the clarinet. He could make that instrument sound as if it was laughing one minute and crying the next. He could almost make it talk. My one brother, Aaron, played the accordion. The other one, Leo, played the upright double bass. And my mother? She played the tambourine. They were all there in that picture too.”

My relatives—a great-grandfather, great-grandmother, and great-uncles. What had happened to them? I had an idea—a terrible idea that I didn’t even want to think about.

“We were a musical family and we traveled from village to village, playing at weddings and concerts. We were as poor as dirt, even though we were in high demand. It was a difficult life on the road, and anti-Semitism was everywhere—even before the war. But we were together as a family. And I loved the stage. I loved the music. I loved the reaction of the audience. I loved it all.”

Behind my grandfather, I caught a glimpse of my father standing just outside the kitchen. He was holding a pile of clothes from the attic and he had come to a complete stop, mesmerized by what he was hearing. I was so afraid that if he entered the kitchen, Zayde would stop talking. And he seemed to be on a roll now. I stared at my father, willing him to stay where he was.

“September 1, 1939. Now that’s a date to remember. Do you know what happened then, Shirli?”

“Germany invaded Poland to start World War II.”

“That’s right. Why am I not surprised? You are a very bright young lady. The war began. Before that, Jews had been treated like outcasts, untouchables—like we had some kind of disease.”

I knew about the laws that took rights and freedoms away from Jews. No jobs, no homes, no education, and so many more restrictions.

“But if I thought life was difficult before, I realized that it was a piece of cake compared to what happened after the invasion. I have no idea how we managed to survive over the next few years. All around us, our Jewish friends and relatives were being arrested and sent to ghettos and concentration camps. We never heard from them again.”

“Were you also arrested?” I barely managed to squeak out this question.

Zayde shook his head. “Not at first. Since we were a traveling group we were harder to pin a target on. But eventually we had to become like phantoms, creeping about so we wouldn’t be seen. We slept wherever we could find a safe place—a barn one night, a meadow the next. We ate berries from bushes and dug up potatoes from the farmers’ fields. Finally, we made our way to the forest and set up a kind of camp out there.”

My father’s face in the doorway of the kitchen had become quite pale. But he didn’t move a muscle, frozen in one spot, still clutching the clothes from the attic.

“We had our instruments with us. That must sound ridiculous to you, doesn’t it? When you are running for your life, as we were, you would think it would be more important to carry food, or clothing. But no. And, believe it or not, it was those musical instruments that brought us great comfort. In the pitch-black forest night, we would pull them out of their cases and play softly together. You’d think that we’d be worried about being heard. But somehow it was more important to us to play—to remind ourselves of the lives we had once had, and to dream that one day everything would be restored to us.”

Zayde paused and squeezed his eyes shut, as if there was some memory lurking back there that he was struggling with. I held my breath, wondering what was coming next.

“We were starving. We were dirty. We were cold and wet so much of the time. But as the days, weeks, and months marched on, we began to think that we were going to make it—that we would be the lucky ones to get through this madness together and safe. That was not to be. One morning, as we slept, Nazi soldiers entered the forest and surrounded us.”

By now the hairs on my arms were standing straight up. I couldn’t begin to imagine what it must have been like for my grandfather, then just a boy, to have gone through that—one minute thinking he was safe, and the next believing his life might be over.

“They pointed their guns in our faces and ordered us to march forward. And that’s when my father faced one of the soldiers and asked permission to play something before they took us away. Can you imagine my father having such nerve? Even the soldier was taken aback. I’m sure he’d never had a Jew ask such a thing before. He nodded, and my father pulled his clarinet from its case and began to play. It was such a beautiful melody, sad and uplifting at the same time, like he was playing for his life and the lives of all of us. Bit by bit, you saw the soldiers begin to drop their rifles lower and lower as my father played. And when he finished, the soldiers stood in silence. Seconds later, they raised their guns once more.”

At this point, I couldn’t stop myself. I grabbed my grandfather’s arm. “Zayde, why haven’t you told any of this before?” I cried. “You could have talked about it. I know about the Holocaust. I can handle hearing this stuff.”

“It wasn’t you I was worried about, Shirli. It was me,” he replied, his voice breaking. “I never told anybody except your Bubbie. Even now, these memories are so painful, like a wound that hasn’t healed.”

I could see the sweat beginning to bead up on Zayde’s forehead. And his hands were twitching and shaking so much I had to reach out and hold on to them.

That’s when my father stepped into the kitchen. “Okay, that’s enough, Shirli. You’re upsetting your grandfather.”

A veil descended over Zayde’s eyes and he sat back in his chair. I knew he had withdrawn again. There would be no more conversation.

“Are you okay, Zayde?” I asked. It felt as if, lately, I had been asking that question an awful lot.

“What? Oh…I’m fine. Maybe just a little tired. I think I need to go lie down.”

“Right,” my dad said. “That’s a good idea. You need to get some sleep. I’m just going to put these things for Shirli’s school in the car. Shirli, you say good night to your grandfather.”

With that, my father turned and fled from the house. It was as if he couldn’t get out of there fast enough. At that moment, I wasn’t sure who was having a harder time with this, Zayde or my dad.

Zayde rose heavily from the table and I walked over to give him a big hug. He held me in the tightest squeeze before finally releasing me.

“Thank you for telling me this,” I began. “Would it be okay if I came back another time?”

He gave me a questioning look. “You know you are welcome here whenever you want.”

“I mean, I want to come back and talk some more—when you’re ready.”

Zayde looked up and into my eyes. And then he nodded, ever so slowly, and said, “Yes, we will talk some more.”





CHAPTER SEVEN

Natasha slumped into the chair across from mine at the cafeteria table. Over the noise of hundreds of people eating and talking and laughing I could still hear her deep sigh.

At first I ignored her. My head was still reeling after having heard Zayde’s revelation a couple of nights earlier. And I was trying to figure out when I would go back to his house to ask more questions about his family—my family! My father said Zayde needed a break, a little time to recover, but I needed to hear what he could tell me…what only he could tell me. I was sure he was willing to talk more, even if it was difficult. And there was one other thing I was sure of—next time, I would definitely go to his place alone so Dad couldn’t cut the conversation short.

Natasha let out another long, slow, agonized sigh.

“Natasha, what’s wrong?” I knew she was expecting me to ask.

“Nothing…well, nothing except for the rehearsal this morning.”

“It was a good rehearsal,” I said.

“Yeah, because Ms. Ramsey didn’t yell at you!”

“Don’t be so dramatic.”

“Look who’s talking! Drama is practically your middle name,” she said.

I didn’t want to admit it because I was afraid it might make Tash feel more anxious, but she was right. Ms. Ramsey had been loud—very loud—yelling at Mohammed and Mindi when they’d forgotten lines. That put Mindi in such a foul mood that at one point she shoved past me when she was exiting the stage and didn’t even stop to apologize.

But the ensemble, including Natasha, had gotten the worst of Ms. Ramsey’s tirades. She threatened to fire them all when they kept messing up the harmonies on the opening number. I knew there was a lot riding on this show for our drama teacher. It was only her second production at our school—and the first she was officially in charge of—and we could tell she was feeling the pressure. But it didn’t help to attack the cast. I had been one of the lucky ones, lucky enough to avoid the wrath of Ms. Ramsey.

“Maybe Ms. Ramsey didn’t raise her voice with me because I didn’t do anything wrong,” I pointed out.

“Very sensitive, very supportive, very caring comment,” Natasha said.

“Oh, come on, I was just kidding. Don’t take it so personally. It wasn’t just you she was angry at.”

“And somehow that makes it better? Actually, maybe it is better. It’s just that I didn’t expect it would be this tough, that she’d be so demanding.”

“You need a director who demands that you give it your best,” I said. “Would you rather slack off and then be humiliated in front of an audience on opening night?”

“Isn’t there a third choice?” she asked. “Maybe nobody yells at me, I’m naturally brilliant, and the audience just adores my performance.”

“By opening night you will be brilliant. It’ll get easier.”

I didn’t have the heart to tell her that it was probably going to get harder first. We were going to open on April 23—only a couple of months away. I knew that morning and afternoon rehearsals would turn into lunchtime rehearsals. And by the end, there would definitely be Saturdays and Sundays thrown in for good measure.

I looked around the cafeteria and spotted Ben on the other side walking toward us, tray in hand. All thoughts of the rehearsal schedule faded and I sat straight up in my chair, my heartbeat beginning to pick up its pace. He was walking straight toward us, straight toward our table. Everyone in the cafeteria was watching him, though he didn’t seem to notice.

“I think he’s coming to sit with us.”

When Tash said that, I sat up even straighter. But…Ben suddenly veered off and joined a bunch of his friends at a table close by. One of those people was his old girlfriend, Emma. They looked good together, and they seemed to be comfortable—more like girlfriend and boyfriend than ex-girlfriend and ex-boyfriend. I slumped back down in my chair, hoping my face didn’t betray the disappointment I was feeling.

I knew we were good together in rehearsal. Our voices blended well, and the energy between his character and mine was easy and natural. Even Ms. Ramsey said that we had great chemistry. But that was on stage. In between rehearsals, we rarely spoke. What else did I expect? We were in a play together and that was it. Still, it would have been nice if he’d come over.

“I’m going to get him,” Tash suddenly said. She was reading my mind again. But this was crazy.

“What?”

“Aren’t there things you need to talk about? Character? Motivation? All that theater stuff?”

“Tash, don’t…”

But Tash was already up and heading over to Ben’s table. I sank lower into my chair, wishing the ground could swallow me up. Then I watched through half-open eyelids as the two of them chatted for a few seconds. Finally, Ben stood, holding his tray, said goodbye to his friends, and followed Tash over to where I was sitting.

“Natasha thought it would be a good idea for you and I to talk about the play, you know…maybe I should get to know my stage wife a little better. Can I sit down?”

I wasn’t going to say no, but he didn’t wait for an answer, he just took one of the empty seats. Tash was the one to break the awkward silence that followed.

“You have a great voice,” she said. “I’ve been meaning to tell you that.”

“Thanks, but I know it’s not as good as Shirli’s.” When he said this, he turned to face me. “And it’s not just your voice but the way you own the character. You just come to life when you’re on stage.”

I could feel my face burning. Without waiting for me to respond, he just opened his mouth and began to sing, “Do you love me?”

I almost choked on my sandwich. What had Natasha said to him?

“Do you love me?” He repeated the line, staring straight at me.

“Huh?”

“It’s our duet, “Do You Love Me?”

What was I thinking? I shook my head and swallowed hard. “Do I love you?” I finally croaked back.

Ben didn’t seem to notice my discomfort. He turned back to his lunch, shoving the last of a sandwich into his mouth.

“I guess you have a real advantage over me there, getting inside of the character and all,” he said.

I thought I knew what he might be getting at. “You mean because I’m Jewish?” I asked.

He shook his head. “No, I mean because you’re a good actor. I didn’t know you were Jewish. My doctor’s Jewish.”

It was a classic old stereotype, but I let it go. I was still kind of melting over the fact that I was sitting in the cafeteria with Ben Morgan.

“I’ve been thinking that I might want to be a doctor,” he continued.

“Did you know that Shirli’s brother, Adam, is studying to be a doctor, and her mother is a doctor?” Natasha asked.

“No, I didn’t know that,” he replied.

That was when Natasha flashed me a little smile, and there was a twinkle in her eyes. Before I knew what was happening, she said, “I bet Shirli’s mother would be happy to talk to you about what it’s like to be a doctor.”

I stared at Natasha, shaking my head ever so slightly.

“That would be great,” Ben said.

“Maybe you could even go over to her place some time,” Natasha suggested.

“That would be even better!” Ben turned and looked right at me. “If that’s okay…I didn’t mean to sort of invite myself.”

I gulped. “Sure. My mother is always happy to talk about life at the hospital. I’ll warn her not to scare you off with her stories of med school and cadavers and crazy hours. Maybe we can even arrange it when my brother is home for the weekend from university, and you could talk to both of them.”

“Awesome! And it would even help with the play. You know, Ms. Ramsey said we should be spending time together to get the feel of being a married couple.”

“You can join us for lunch every day if you want.” I blurted that out before I realized it might have sounded more desperate than inviting.

“Some days, for sure,” he said.

He was probably just trying to be polite. I felt embarrassed and a little stupid. But Ben looked embarrassed too. He wasn’t as smooth as he’d seemed from a distance. In fact, up close I could see he had a couple of zits that he was trying to cover up. Not as smooth and not as perfect.

“You know, during football season I eat lunch with nobody but my teammates.”

“So, you’re comparing Shirli and me to your football friends?” Natasha asked.

“Rehearsing this play reminds me a lot of football practices, actually,” Ben said. “All of us working together the same way, with a coach who is sort of scary.”

“You think Ms. Ramsey is sort of scary?” I asked.

“Oh, no, I take that back. She’s very scary. I’m much more afraid of her than Coach Morrison.”

“Really? He seems like one big, scary guy,” I said.

“Yeah, but she’s scary in a different way. He’s like a big ol’ grizzly bear. You know you should be afraid of him. She’s so much more dangerous, all pretty and nice and then—bang—she pounces like a jaguar or something.” He hesitated. “Please don’t tell her I said that.”

“We won’t,” I said, “but she would probably take it as a compliment.”

“Let’s not find out. She’s sort of a combination of a coach and a Marine drill instructor…and believe me, I know about Marines because of my father.”

“He’s a Marine?” I asked.

“He’s an investment broker now, he works on Wall Street.”

“Wall Street? Was he there the day of…?”

“He was right there. He saw the towers fall. He was covered in the dust,” Ben said.

“Wow. It was bad enough from this side of the river, but to be right there…” My voice trailed off again.

“He doesn’t really talk about it. You know, he’s still a soldier. Like he’s always saying, once a Marine, always a Marine. He’s big into rules, regulations, order, organization, and being ready for everything. Marines are kind of like Boy Scouts except with guns,” Ben said.

Tash and I laughed.

“Your parents must be proud of you for getting the lead role,” I suggested.

“I’m not sure if proud is the right word. Maybe surprised, or confused…especially my father.”

“I guess it’s not quite the same thing as being the captain of the football team,” I said.

“For sure. Quarterback he understands, singing show tunes he’s not so sure about.”

“In some ways, playing the lead role is like being the quarterback of the football team, isn’t it?” Natasha said.

“Yeah, except playing Tevye is like being the quarterback, the middle linebacker, the punter, and the kick returner. That guy is hardly ever off the—”

The bell rang. It was always too loud and too long. Everyone around us was packing up and heading for the doors.

“I’ll see you both at rehearsal,” Ben said.

“Yeah, see you then,” I said.

He got up and walked away, tray in hand.

“So, are you still feeling sorry about getting the role of Golde?” Natasha asked.

I smiled. “Feeling better about it all the time.”





CHAPTER EIGHT

I stopped to get groceries for Zayde on the way over to his house after school.

“Hello!” I called as I walked into his kitchen.

There was no response and no noise, no TV blaring, nothing at all. I put the grocery bags down on the table, along with my school books. The books tumbled forward and a couple of them fell onto the floor. I’d grab them later—first I had to flex my fingers to get some feeling back. The temperature had dipped below freezing again—typical for early February. And though it was only a few blocks from the store to Zayde’s house, the combination of the weight of the bags and the cold had made my fingers numb.

“Hello!” I yelled even louder, heading into the living room. “Zayde, it’s me, Shirli!”

“I’m in here!” he called back, and I was instantly relieved. “The dining room!”

He was sitting at the dining room table, at his place at the end, with a bowl of soup in front of him. He was, of course, wearing a jacket, but he had a white napkin tucked into the top of his shirt. I could see little red speckles of tomato soup splattered on it.

“I brought your groceries,” I said as I kissed the top of his head.

“Did you get me forty bananas?” he asked.

“Sorry, only thirty. But from the looks of it, I was smart to buy you another box of crackers.”

His tomato soup was almost a solid mass of crackers.

“You know how I like my soup.”

“I do. Do you think you’ll be able to get by for another week without the extra bananas?”

“I could try…or maybe you could come back sooner, if you wanted?” he said.

The truth was I had been feeling nervous about coming back to Zayde’s. After I’d found his poster and violin, and then urged him to talk about his life in Poland, I wasn’t sure if he’d even want me around! I was the one responsible for making him dredge up all those painful memories.

“Don’t you usually eat in the kitchen?” I asked.

“Mostly…”

Then it hit me. This was where he and Bubbie usually ate.

“A little change is good sometimes,” he said, catching my stare. “You’re late tonight, aren’t you?”

“Our rehearsal went a bit longer than usual.”

In addition to being loud at rehearsal, Ms. Ramsey had also decided to keep us all late, going over and over the opening number until I couldn’t bear to sing it one more time!

Zayde nodded. “The play, that’s right. And how is it going?”

“Great, good, all right, I guess. By the way, those clothes I found in the attic were perfect.”

“If they were perfect, they wouldn’t have been in the attic gathering dust,” he said. Then he sat back. “So, you wanted to talk to me about your role in the play. What did you want to know?”

That seemed like a pretty safe topic. “Well, the thing is, I’m playing a Jewish woman in Russia in the early 1900s.”

“It sounds like the life my mother actually led.”

“That’s what I want to ask you about.” It dawned on me then that maybe this wasn’t such a safe topic after all. I hesitated, and then decided to dive right in. “Can you tell me about your mother?”

Zayde looked me right in the eye. “I can tell you about her. Maybe it would help us both if we looked at her picture.”

“You have pictures of her?” I exclaimed.

“Pictures, no. Picture, yes. You saw it on that poster. Go and get it…it’s in my room.”

“Sure, of course,” I said. And with that, I went down the hall and started up the stairs. They were steep and narrow. My father had talked to Zayde about getting one of those lifts to get him up and down the stairs. He’d even offered to pay for it, but Zayde refused to even discuss it.

The door to his bedroom was open and the poster was sitting on his dresser—along with the violin. It was still in its case, with the lid closed and latched. I was so tempted to open up the case and look at it again, but I stopped myself. I had the poster, and that was all I was asked to get.

When I walked back into the dining room, Zayde was just finishing up the last of his soup. I picked up the empty bowl and moved it aside before placing the poster on the table.

He let out a big sigh and then, with the index finger of his right hand, gently touched the picture. It was as though he was caressing the people in the images.

“Before you brought this down the other day, I thought I’d never see them again.”

“You said you thought Bubbie had thrown the poster away. Why would she do that?”

“Because I asked her to. Twenty years ago.”

“But why?”

“I didn’t want to look at it. It brought back too many memories.” He paused. “It still does.”

I knew it! I didn’t want to be the source of Zayde’s pain. “I’m…I’m sorry,” I stammered. “You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to…if you can’t.”

“I know. But I want to, I do. Let me tell you about this poster. I explained to you before that we were musicians. We performed at weddings and celebrations like all bands would. But we were klezmer musicians, and so we took pride in making the instruments sound like human voices, to show human emotions.”

“You said your father could do that on the clarinet.”

“He could make it laugh and cry. He was amazing.”

“And could you do that on the violin?”

Zayde didn’t react at first. And then a smile—a sad smile—came to his face. “I was good. As good as I needed to be to survive. But this isn’t about the violin. You want to know about my mother, your great-grandmother.”

I would have loved to know more about him playing the violin. But this would have to do—for now. I nodded. “Please.”

“She was a good woman, a strong woman. You know how they say that a man is the head of the family?”

“Um…things have changed a lot since the feminist movement, Zayde,” I pointed out, a bit nervously.

He chuckled. “Don’t get me wrong. I did not say that the man runs the family. The man may be the head of the family, but the wife is the neck. The wife tells the head where to look, and without the neck the head just flops around and can’t do anything. My mother ran our family, the way your Bubbie ran this house and your mother runs your home.”

“I think my mother would agree with you about that!”

“My mother kept us going. There were bad times, and then there were terrible times. My father wanted to give up, but she wouldn’t let him. She made him go on, made us all keep moving forward.” He paused. “Until the end.”

He let out a big sigh, and I could tell he was trying to fight back some tears. His hands, which always shook a little, seemed to be shaking even more.

“Can you tell me a story about her?”

Zayde paused again, took a deep breath, and began.

“Remember I told you that we were living in the forest—no, not really living. We were trying to survive in the forest. We all searched for things to eat—mushrooms, berries, plants. My mother would collect everything and then parcel some out to each of us. I never imagined that a few berries could taste so good.

“I assumed we were all eating the same amount, which was practically nothing, until one day I caught my mother taking her portion and dividing it up for me and my brothers. She never said a word. She just gave up her food for us. That was the kind of woman…the kind of mother that she was. She always acted very tough, but she was kind and had a really good heart.”

“That’s like Golde.”

“Golde…? Oh, yes, the character in the play. Do you think Golde would sacrifice for her children?” he asked.

“She’d give anything for her children.”

“That was like your great-grandmother. She always made sure that what little she had was for the rest of us, for me and my brothers and my father.”

“That’s like Golde too. Just out of curiosity, was your parents’ marriage an arranged marriage?”

“Most marriages were arranged in those times. Did you think they met on a website or something like that?”

I laughed.

“It was the way it was done back then. You married somebody from the village or the child of somebody your parents knew, or the rabbi knew.”

“Did your parents love each other?”

“They grew to love each other. And then it was a deep love until the very end. She loved us all.” He let out a sigh as his fingers traced the outline of his mother’s picture. Then he looked up at me, his eyes moist. “Your Bubbie knew not to listen to me. She knew to keep this poster and not throw it out. And now it is yours.”

“You’re giving me the poster? But…it’s your family.”

“No, it is our family. These are my parents and brothers, but these are your great-grandparents and your great-uncles.” He tapped his finger against the poster. “I shouldn’t have asked your Bubbie to throw the poster away. It wasn’t fair to them. They did not deserve that…none of it.” Another sigh escaped his lips and his whole body seemed to shudder. “Your Bubbie understood even when I didn’t.”

“She was a good neck,” I said.

“She was the best. And now, this poster is for you. You know, your great-grandmother would have been very proud of you.”

“She would?”

“Because of the music you make, but also because you are so brave.”

“I’m not brave.”

“Aren’t you? You spend your life getting up in front of an audience and letting them see into your soul. You don’t think that is brave?”

I hadn’t really thought of it like that. “I just love performing.”

“And my mother was just the same. She came even more alive in front of an audience. Me? I would have been just as happy playing by myself on a log in the woods.”

I thought back to the story he’d told us about his father playing that final time in the forest in front of the Nazis who had found them. Now that was brave.

“Thank you so much, Zayde. I’ll take good care of it.”

“I know you will. Now, you need to get home. You must be starving. We’ll talk more another time. You go, go, get home…you call me when you get there so I know you’re safe.”

There was still a lot more to Zayde’s story that I wanted to understand. But maybe this was best—letting it all unfold, like a novel, or a play, a chapter at a time, one scene at a time. I got up and he handed me the poster. Then I hugged him and he hugged me back. I knew it was time to go home—we both knew that—but neither of us seemed to want the hug to end.





CHAPTER NINE

It was almost time for me to leave for school but I couldn’t tear myself away from the poster. Before going to bed the night before I had hung it above my dresser. And now I just stood there in my room, staring at it, staring at the members of my family.

I’d shown it to my dad the night before. Mom was out delivering a baby, so it was just my father and me. It felt right that it was just the two of us. He reacted the same way Zayde had—tracing the faces with his fingers. He had never seen pictures of his family before.

I also told him the things Zayde had told me, about how his family had lived in the forest, scavenging for food, and how Zayde’s mother—his grandmother—had given her portions to her children. My dad lapped up every word, as though he had been thirsting for these stories for a long time.

“Shirli, hurry up or you’re going to be late for rehearsal!” my mother yelled up the stairs.

“I’m coming, I’m coming!” I yelled back as I hopped around the room trying to put on a second sock. I got the sock on and grabbed my books from the dresser, and then I realized that my script wasn’t there. I looked all around the room. Often I fell asleep with it in my hands—but that night I hadn’t even looked at it. It wasn’t there on the floor…wait…the floor. Some of my books had fallen off Zayde’s kitchen table. In the excitement of getting the poster and the rush to get home I’d forgotten them, until now.

I hurried down the stairs. “Mom, can we stop by Zayde’s this morning on the way to school?”

“It’s not on the way, and I don’t really have time. I have a C-section waiting for me.”

“But I left my script there, and Ms. Ramsey will freak out if I don’t have it with me.”

“You could wait till your father drives to work and get a ride with him, but wouldn’t it be worse to be late for rehearsal this morning?” she asked.

I had to think about that one. It was a hard choice.

“Besides, don’t you have the part memorized by now?”

“Most of it.” Actually, I had my part committed to memory, as well as the two roles I was understudying and most of the other parts as well.

“Then let’s get going, chop chop!”

Ms. Ramsey would be mad if she found out I’d forgotten it. She’d be even madder if she discovered I’d lost it. No, it couldn’t be lost. It had to be at my grandfather’s house, and I’d get it right after school.

We scrambled into the car, squealed out of the driveway, and raced down the street. My mother always seemed to get away with driving too fast. She’d been pulled over by the police a number of times but she always told them she was an obstetrician on her way to deliver a baby. Sometimes it was true. Mom figured that the good deeds she performed outweighed the occasional white lie.

“I got in quite late last night,” she said, “but your dad told me all about the poster this morning, and what your Zayde said. Your dad had trouble sleeping. He has so many questions.”

“I know, me too.”

“I was surprised your Zayde gave you the poster.”

“So was I, especially after seeing his face when I found it.”

“Many Holocaust survivors don’t want to talk about what happened,” she said. “Too many bad memories.”

“But shouldn’t the poster bring back some good memories, as well?”

“The bad usually overwhelms the good.” She paused. “You know you were lucky, you got to know your grandparents. Your father, of course, never did.”

“But you knew yours, right?”

“They came out of Europe years before the war. And my parents were born here.”

“Then they didn’t go through the Holocaust.”

“Every Jew everywhere lost family members. I guess we all went through the Holocaust, whether we were in Europe or not. Not that we can compare that to those who went to the concentration camps,” she added quickly. “People are still living with those traumas. Your Zayde still feels it.”

“What’s really amazing for me is finding out that his whole family was so musical.”

“Well, you certainly didn’t get that talent from my side.”

“But you play the piano,” I pointed out.

“I hit the keys the way a trained bear dances. I have almost no sense of rhythm.”

“But Dad can sing, kind of, so…I guess the musical talent in his family got passed down to him?”

“He is very musical. But he never had a chance. Your Zayde didn’t want him singing in the house. Really, there was almost no music in their house at all.”

“That’s what I don’t understand. If music was so much a part of Zayde’s life, why couldn’t he have music in his home?” I asked.

Mom sighed. “I don’t understand it all either. All I know is that your Zayde is consumed with memories that he’s hidden away all these years. And hardly anything brings back memories and emotions like music. You know that.”

I thought about how much music meant to me, how certain songs could move me to tears, or fill me with joy.

“Yeah,” I said. “I guess I do.”
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“Are you ready, Ben?”

“Yes, Ms. Ramsey.”

“Quiet, everybody. Quiet.”

The banging from the set-builders stopped. Everything stopped. And everybody watched as Ben walked out to center stage. I was sitting in the second row, Natasha beside me. I had dodged a bullet; Ms. Ramsey hadn’t noticed that I didn’t have my script. A couple of times I’d borrowed Natasha’s and made sure Ms. Ramsey saw me holding it. I felt a little deceitful, but that was better than making her angry. I felt as though next year’s lead role was half a promise and half a sword hanging over my head.

“So, how does it feel to be Ben Morgan’s wife?” Tash whispered.

“Stage wife.” I emphasized the word.

“It’s cool that he’ll have lunch with us sometimes now.”

“It really is.” It was funny how being around him seemed to make us so much cooler. “Do you think that maybe—?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Tash said, reading my mind as usual. “He’s Ben Morgan. Just because he’s available doesn’t mean he’s available for you…or me.”

She was right. I knew she wasn’t being cruel, it was just fact.

Up on stage Ben cleared his throat, and we all waited. This was one of the biggest scenes in the entire play, and Ben was up there all by himself. I held my breath…and then, trying his best to sound like an old Jewish man, he began to sing, “If I Were a Rich Man.”

This was the part in the play where Tevye is trying to get home before the Sabbath begins. His horse has pulled up lame and he’s dragging his cart behind him. He pauses on stage and speaks to God, dreaming about what it would be like to be wealthy. Ben moved around the stage, scattering make-believe chicken feed and pretending to use a pitchfork to put out hay for the livestock. He was flinging his arms up in the air the way Ms. Ramsey had demonstrated, as though he was pleading with God. He was really knocking it out of the park.

And then he sang out his last line. “If I were a weeealthyyyy man!”

There was a slight pause, and then everybody started cheering. Ben looked so happy—no, so relieved! He started to take a bow and—

“That was at best not completely terrible,” Ms. Ramsey said. “You’re an old Jewish man, not some teenage quarterback prancing around the stage.”

“Quarterbacks hardly ever prance,” Ben muttered quietly. Ms. Ramsey had turned to speak to Mr. Nevarez at the piano so she didn’t hear him, thank goodness!

She turned back to face the stage. “And from the top,” she said.

I don’t know what I’d expected but Ben slowly nodded his head. “Yes, Ms. Ramsey. And this time, I promise, no prancing.”

He turned directly to me, smiled, and winked. I was pretty sure that was Tevye to Golde and not meant to be Ben to Shirli. Tash was right—I couldn’t let myself be stupid.





CHAPTER TEN

I’d left school as quickly as I could at the end of the day to get to Zayde’s. The TV was on when I opened the back door.

“Zayde!” I called out.

“I’m in here. In the living room!” he yelled back.

I went over to the kitchen table and glanced underneath. There were no books, no script, just a few crumbs and some dust bunnies. That would never have been allowed when Bubbie was still alive. What was I thinking? That wasn’t my worry. Where was my script?

When I got to the living room, I had my answer. It was in my Zayde’s hands. He was reading it.

“I thought I might see you today,” he said. “I was going to call you and tell you that you left this here, but I didn’t want to disturb you in school. School is important.”

“I’m just glad you found it. You’re reading it?”

“There was nothing much on TV.” He paused. “I think I understand why your Bubbie liked this play so much.”

“You like it?”

“Very much. The writer of this play, he was Jewish?”

“I think everybody who helped create it was. The music is by Jerry Bock, and the lyrics are by Sheldon Harnick. The book—that means the dialogue and the stage directions and everything—is by Joseph Stein. And the whole thing is based on some stories by a Yiddish writer, Sholem Aleichem.”

“I’m familiar with the stories,” he muttered.

“I’m glad you liked the play,” I said.

“Why wouldn’t I like it? And this Golde, I can see why you’d want to know about my mother. There is much they have in common. They were both powerhouses…but then so is my granddaughter.”

“Thank you, Zayde…but don’t you kind of have to say nice things like that because you’re my grandfather?”

He chuckled. “There is always choice. I could choose to say nothing. I never lie, you know that.”

That was true. My Zayde always said what was on his mind—good or bad. My father said that his father sometimes lacked a “filter.”

“You are going to do wonderful. I know you will break an arm.”

“Break an arm…wait…you mean break a leg!”

“I knew it was something like that, but neither makes much sense. Just as long as you don’t break your voice, am I right?”

“Do you think that maybe you could come to the show?” I had asked before, but it was worth another shot.

He shrugged. “Who can predict the future?”

I had promised my parents that I’d be gentle with Zayde so I wasn’t going to push. But then I turned my head and saw it—the violin. It was in the dining room, sitting on the buffet, out of its case, its broken strings spiking into the air and its bow at its side. There was something about the way it was catching and reflecting the light that made it seem to almost glow. And more than that, I felt as if it were looking right at me as I looked at it.

“Your violin,” I said, my voice barely a whisper.

“Yes, yes, it has been sitting there staring at me all day.”

It startled me that he was thinking the same thing I was thinking. “I just thought it would be in your bedroom, or back in the attic again.”

“Those stairs to the attic are steep and I promised your father that I would not climb them anymore.”

“I could take it up if you wanted.”

“No, I don’t think so. Even up there I would still know it was in the house.” He hesitated and then looked at me. “I think I want to tell you more of my story. Do you want to hear it?”

I nodded. As much as I had come to find the script, I had also come hoping to hear more about Zayde’s life.

He closed his eyes as though steeling himself to face the past. Finally, he opened them and began to talk.

“After the Nazis had surrounded us in the forest, they marched us away. We had no idea where we were going—where they would be taking us. All we knew was that we had to stay together. My mother—your Golde—it was like she grew longer arms to wrap around all of us.”

He paused. I could almost see her, my great-grandmother, casting her arms out like a giant fishing net to encircle her family.

“We ended up in a train station in Warsaw. I knew the city so well. We had played there as a family band many times. But nothing prepared me for the sight that greeted us on the platform. Hundreds, no, maybe thousands of Jews huddled in families like ours, waiting, just waiting. And the soldiers, they were everywhere, shouting, ordering us to move closer, then to stay put, then to move again. And just when I thought the platform could not hold one more person, the train slowly chugged into the station.”

He paused again. His chin was trembling. I wanted to tell him he didn’t have to go on, but before I could say a word, he began again.

“If I thought the platform was overcrowded, it was nothing compared to what it was like inside that train. You’ve been on a train, Shirli?”

I nodded. We had taken the train into New York many times.

“This one wasn’t for people. It was for cows. An empty, smelly box. And the soldiers shoved and pushed and forced us inside until we were packed so tightly we could barely breathe. And somehow, my mother still managed to keep us together. And I held that violin in my arms. All the other instruments had been left behind or taken away, but somehow I’d managed to keep my violin. People were shouting at me that it was taking up too much space, but still I held on to it. I don’t even know why it was so important for me to keep it. But I did. And I held it all the way until we arrived…we arrived at…we…”

He faltered. I leaned forward. Where had they arrived? Suddenly he pointed to the violin.

“You know, a violin is more than an instrument. It is a living thing, an animal. Each one has an individual voice. But this one—it’s a wounded animal. With the broken strings it is incomplete, unable to speak.”

That’s when I knew I had to step in. “I’m glad you didn’t get rid of it,” I said.

“I guess your Bubbie knew better than me. What do you think I should do with it?”

“My brother played the violin.”

“Your brother! He never played the violin, he tortured it!”

We both laughed—finally!

“We’re lucky your brother is good with math and chemistry. He will be a fine doctor, but he never had music in his soul…please never tell him I said that.”

“I won’t.”

We sat there together in silence, staring at the violin. It was so quiet that I could hear the clock on the wall ticking. I wanted to ask him one more question, and even though I worried I might be pushing him, I had to know.

“Zayde, were you a good violinist?”

He shook his head. “I was not good. I was brilliant.”

I laughed, and he smiled.

“I just wish I could have been there.” I cringed as the words came out of my mouth. “I mean, I wish I could have heard you play.”

“I thank God every day that you were not there or your brother or your parents. That you were able to be free, to be safe.” Then he shook his head. “But enough. No more for today. You came for your script.” He handed it to me.

“Thank you, Zayde.”

“Now, where are my manners? Here you are, my precious granddaughter, and I did not offer you something to drink. What sort of host am I? Would you like some apple juice?”

“I’d like that.”

He got up from his chair. “Come to the kitchen and I will pour us both a glass.” He took a few steps down the hall and then stopped. “Do you think you could do me a favor?”

“Anything.”

“Do you think you could put the violin away for me?”

“Up in the attic?”

“No, no, just in the case. And then close the clasps. I could do it, but I think maybe it would be better if you did. Okay?”

“Of course.”

He shuffled down the hall leaving me and the violin alone. I walked toward it slowly, cautiously, the way you would approach a wounded animal. Where did you and my Zayde end up? I wondered. And how did you get here? That was what I wanted to ask. But instead, I whispered, “It’s all right. I’m not going to hurt you. I’m just going to put you in your bed.”

The snapped strings splayed out like tentacles, and I was careful not to touch the shredded fibers as I gently picked it up. It was cool and smooth and somehow felt right in my hands.

My Zayde was right. This was more than an instrument. It was a time machine, a link to his past, and my history.

I placed it into the case, nestling it into the blue velvet, snuggling it down into the spot where it belonged.

“Good night,” I said as I closed the case.





CHAPTER ELEVEN

Ben was coming to our house for Friday night dinner. And I was freaking out! Actually, it was Natasha, my dear friend, who had orchestrated the whole thing—cornering me and Ben after rehearsal on Tuesday and then shoving her face right in front of his.

“So, remember when you said you wanted to find out more about a medical career?” she asked.

Ben nodded. My mouth went dry.

“I happen to know that Shirli’s brother, Adam, is going to be home from university this weekend.” And then she stared right at me with that look on her face that said, Do it. Ask him. Or I’ll do it for you.

“Um, yeah,” I blurted. “Do you want to come for dinner on Friday? We could use it as a chance to rehearse at my house.” Could I have sounded any more pathetic or desperate? But to my surprise—no, to my shock—he said yes.

And now I was running around the house like an Energizer bunny, checking the table to make sure that it was set properly and that we had enough chairs. Zayde was coming, and of course Adam would be there. I had begged Natasha to come but she’d turned me down. “Hey, I did the hard part. I got you to set this up,” she said. “Now the rest is up to you.”

The rest? I didn’t even know what that meant! Tash and I had both agreed that I didn’t have a chance with Ben. Now she was hinting at something else. I couldn’t even think about that. What I did know was that I had to prep my family for the conversation that might come up at the dinner table.

“Okay, here are the rules,” I said, assembling my parents and Adam in the dining room. “Don’t ask him if he’s got a girlfriend. Don’t ask about religion. I’ve already told you that he isn’t Jewish. And please…” and I paused here to make sure they knew I was dead serious, “do not ask him what it’s like to be my onstage husband!”

“Okay, so now I know the first three things I’m going to ask him. Thanks, sis!” my brother said. Then he smiled. “Come on, Shirli, give me some credit. I’ve been in the hot seat in this family, and as much as I’d like to torture you in the same way, I will try to rise above it.”

About six months earlier, Adam had brought home a girl he was dating and dinner had practically turned into a courtroom interrogation. My mother had even asked her if she ever wanted children! I thought Adam was going to die of embarrassment!

“Is there anything we are allowed to say?” my father asked.

I ignored the sarcasm in his voice. “Sure,” I replied. “I told you he wants to be a doctor. So, stick to questions about medicine.”

“Stop twirling your hair, Shirli,” my mom commanded. Then she sighed and went off to the kitchen, muttering something about having to take orders from her daughter, and how she might as well just stay in the kitchen all evening.

By the time Ben arrived I was close to a meltdown, and just to make matters worse, he walked in the door with Zayde! I’d been hoping to get my grandfather on his own and give him the same instructions I’d given the rest of the family. But no such luck!

“I met this young man when the taxi dropped me off,” Zayde said, removing his coat and handing it to me. “He helped me up the walkway. Such a nice boy. We introduced ourselves. His name is Ben Morgan.”

“I know, Zayde. He’s my friend.”

“Friend?”

Oh no! Zayde was raising his eyebrows and winking at me like he had something stuck in his eye.

“Aren’t you a little young to have a boyfriend?” he asked.

“He’s not my boyfriend, he’s a friend who is a boy,” I sputtered. “We’re in the play together, Zayde. Ben is playing Tevye.”

Ben hadn’t said a word yet. He was just standing in the doorway, looking kind of awkward, which I would have guessed was impossible for him. From the look on his face I wouldn’t have been surprised if he had turned around and bolted out the door. If he did, I was running out with him. Why had I invited him for a proper family dinner instead of a casual snack?

“Did you say your last name was Morgan?” Zayde asked.

Ben nodded, and I gulped.

“The rabbi at our synagogue is Joseph Morgan. Used to be Morganstern in the old country. Do you know him?”

My face was burning. We hadn’t even made it past the foyer and Zayde had already started with the embarrassing questions and forbidden topics. At this point I was silently thinking of ways to punish Natasha for setting this whole thing up. But before I could say a word, Ben replied.

“No, Mr. Berman, my family isn’t Jewish.”

There it was, right out in the open.

“Not Jewish? And you’re playing an old Jewish milkman in this play? How do you do that?”

This time, I got there before Ben. “Zayde, it’s called acting. Ben is a great actor. And a really good singer.”

Now it was Ben’s turn to blush. “Shirli’s exaggerating,” he said quickly. “But Tevye is a great part to play. And I’m learning a lot about Jewish history.”

Zayde didn’t look convinced. “Not Jewish, huh?”

“Okay, why don’t we go to the table? Is that mom calling us to eat? I’m sure she’s calling us to eat.” I grabbed Zayde by the arm and steered him into the dining room. Ben followed. I was in charge of the seating plan—another rule I had established well in advance—and I managed to put Zayde at one end of the table and Ben next to Adam at the other end. I figured it was better to keep them as far apart as possible.

My brother had promised he’d help me out. But just for good measure, I gave him one of those pleading stares, begging him to help keep the conversation in neutral territory. Adam grinned as though he was really enjoying the whole awkward situation, and then he turned his attention to Ben.

“So,” he said, “I hear you’re thinking about going to med school. Anything you want to ask me?”

I could have hugged my brother! For the next forty minutes or so, through the soup course, salad, and chicken with potatoes and vegetables, my family actually managed to keep the conversation focused on medicine. Adam talked about pre-med and all the courses he was taking to get himself ready to apply for med school, my mother talked about pursuing a specialty, and my dad talked about the long hours and the sacrifices a doctor has to make. Twice my mother had to answer her pager and go to the kitchen to call the hospital. At one point, just before the main course, it looked as though she might have to go in for a delivery, but it turned out to be a false alarm.

Ben asked a million questions that my mom and Adam were only too happy to answer. There was more medical talk at the dinner table than I had ever heard, and that was just fine with me. I was feeling pretty good, actually starting to relax. There was only dessert to go, and then Ben and I could excuse ourselves and go rehearse.

Through all of this I still had one eye on Zayde, who had been very quiet.

“Are you okay?” I asked him after we had cleared the dinner plates.

He looked up at me. “Hmm?”

“Can you hear everything, Zayde? Do you want us to speak up?”

He shrugged. “What’s to hear? I feel like I’m at a medical convention, not a family dinner.”

“That’s my fault, Mr. Berman.” Ben spoke up from the other end of the table. “There was a lot I wanted to find out about a career in medicine.”

“After all these questions you could be a surgeon by now,” Zayde said.

“But I’m also interested in finding out about your background—maybe getting some information that could help me with my character in Fiddler?”

My whole body suddenly clenched. I had been so focused on making sure that my family didn’t ask Ben any personal questions that I hadn’t for one second thought that Ben might ask something personal of my grandfather. My parents, Adam, and I all froze, staring at Ben and at Zayde.

“Wait, is…is something wrong?” Ben stammered. “Did I say something I’m not supposed to?”

I leaned toward him and lowered my voice. “My grandfather is a little sensitive about his past.”

That’s when Zayde interrupted me. “You think if you whisper I can’t hear you? I’m not deaf.”

Under any other circumstance that would have been hilarious, because my Zayde was definitely hard of hearing and everyone, including him, knew it. But suddenly it was as if he was tuned in to every word that was being spoken.

“I wasn’t trying to hide anything from you, Zayde. I just didn’t think you’d want to talk—”

“I can answer the question myself,” Zayde said. And then he turned back to Ben. “So, Ben Morgan, you want to know about my background? Let me tell you about it. Do you know anything about the Holocaust?”

My stomach dropped.

“I know some things,” Ben said. “I know there were concentration camps. And I know that Jews were tortured and killed in them.”

Zayde nodded. “And do you know the name of the concentration camp that was one of the worst? Where over a million Jews were killed?”

Ben shook his head. I was still sitting in silent disbelief that the conversation had suddenly turned this way. I stared at Ben, and then at my grandfather.

“My family…we were sent on a transport to one of the concentration camps, the worst one. When the doors of the train opened I asked a man where we were. ‘Hell,’ he replied. I soon discovered what Hell was called. Auschwitz,” Zayde said. “My family and me. We were imprisoned in Auschwitz.”

And then, slowly and deliberately, Zayde began to unbutton the cuff of his long-sleeved shirt. I couldn’t believe what he was doing. He rolled the sleeve up, up, past his elbow, to reveal the line of blue numbers tattooed on his forearm. Seeing it coming didn’t make it any less shocking. Then he extended his arm toward Ben.

“Have you ever seen one of these?” he asked.

“No, sir.” Ben gulped and stared along with the rest of us.

“Our names were taken away. Our homes were gone. Our families were gone. And this is what we were given instead. This is how we were greeted in Auschwitz—with a tattoo carved into our arms.”

With that, Zayde drew back his arm and rolled his shirt sleeve back down.

“This is always with me, Ben Morgan. Even when I cover it up. My past is never simply in my past.”





CHAPTER TWELVE

“I hope your grandfather isn’t mad at me.”

Ben and I were in the downstairs rec room. After Ben’s question had led to Zayde’s revelation about having been imprisoned in Auschwitz, conversation at the table had—not surprisingly—kind of stalled out, and we’d managed to excuse ourselves from the table to go and rehearse. We hadn’t even waited for dessert.

“Did you know that he was in that place?” Ben asked.

I shook my head. “That was the first time he’s ever talked about where he was sent…at least to me. I guess my father knew.” Although, judging from his surprised look, I wasn’t really sure that was true. “I’ve seen the numbers on his arm before, but kind of accidentally, not because he showed me. It’s always been this unspoken rule not to ask. But lately, my grandfather’s been telling us about this stuff, and it’s kind of a shock for everyone.”

I’d have liked to confess to Ben that it was me asking Zayde questions that had caused all this emotional upheaval, but I was feeling too guilty to say it out loud. Somehow, me getting a part in Fiddler had opened doors I didn’t even know existed.

“I had a great-uncle who was part of a unit that liberated one of the concentration camps,” Ben said. “He never talked about what he saw when he went in. We all figured it must have been pretty awful. And then, just before he died, he started to tell us everything. I think he needed to unload it all, you know, like he needed to get it off his chest.”

I nodded. “That’s the way it’s been with my grandfather, except that he talks, then he shuts down, then he talks again. I know there’s so much more to his story. I just don’t know when he’s going to reveal it all.”

“He seems like a pretty remarkable guy.”

“He is. And there’s a whole part of his life that has to do with music and this old violin that I found in his attic when I was looking for costumes for the play.”

“Speaking of the play, we should probably get to work rehearsing.”

Right! We were here to practice our parts. But it had become surprisingly comfortable—easy, even—to sit and talk with Ben. Maybe that was because us being more than just friends wasn’t even in the world of extreme possibilities. The whole school had been in shock when he broke up with Emma. We all figured it was a forever deal—the golden couple that meets in junior high and goes on to get happily-ever-after married. If he was going to end up with somebody else, it would probably be another senior, maybe Mindi or somebody like her.

“So, do you want to run through some scenes?” Ben asked. “Maybe the dream sequence in the first act?”

There is a moment in the play when Tevye promises his daughter Tzeitel that she can marry the man she loves instead of the man who has been chosen for her. But then he has to find a way to tell Golde about this, because she still thinks that an arranged marriage is the way to go. So Tevye concocts a story about an elaborate dream he’s had, in which he was visited by a ghost who told him to go with Tzeitel’s choice. Golde is so superstitious that she falls for the whole scheme. It’s a great scene, complete with screeching phantoms and a song that’s a real show-stopper.

Ben and I rehearsed as much of the scene as we could in the absence of the full ensemble. We both knew our lines and it went really smoothly. We were completely in sync with one another. Ben was starting to put away his script when he suddenly looked up at me.

“I know you’re understudying Hodel. Why don’t you sing her solo? I’d love to hear you do it.”

“You mean now…right now?” I stammered. “Here?”

“Sure. Unless you don’t know it yet.”

Hodel’s song comes at a point in the play when her love has been imprisoned in Siberia. She is leaving her home, her parents, and her siblings to go and be close to him. She’s at the train station, saying goodbye to her father, Tevye, not knowing when or if she’ll ever see him again. I knew the song. I had sung it dozens of times—rehearsed it in my room and in the bathroom and just about everywhere else, including my dreams. But I had never yet sung it in front of anyone.

“So, will you do it?”

I gulped. “Sure. Okay. Just don’t laugh or anything.”

Ben frowned. “Why would I laugh? You have the best voice of anyone I know.”

If I hadn’t turned to put my script away, Ben would have seen my face go beet-red. By the time I turned back to him, I had composed myself. He sat down on the couch and I stood in front of him.

“Whenever you’re ready,” Ben said.

I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and began to sing the heartbreaking words of a girl who is making the hardest decision of her life, and hoping her father can understand why she has to leave her home—and everything and everyone she has ever known—to be with the one she loves.

I sang through the whole song, putting as much feeling and emotion into it as I could. And a strange thing happened. As much as I had started out wanting to impress Ben, as the song went on I actually almost forgot he was in the room. The joy of performing simply washed over me, and everything else disappeared. I became Hodel, devastated to be leaving her father, but firm in her desire to be with her true love, no matter what.

When I was finished, I just stood there, eyes still closed. And then, slowly, I opened them and looked at Ben. But, to my surprise, he wasn’t looking back at me. His eyes were focused over my shoulder and behind me. I turned to follow his gaze and there was Zayde standing in the doorway of the rec room, his mouth open, his eyes glued on me.

“Zayde! How long—?” I didn’t have a chance to finish the question.

“I had no idea,” he said, breathless, as if someone had punched him in the stomach, knocking the wind out of him. “All these years…I had no idea.”

“Zayde, do you need to sit down?” He ignored the question.

“Your voice. It’s like…it’s like an angel. I never knew. How could I not know this?”

I shrugged. “Bubbie heard me sing. I used to perform for her when you were out of the house. And she came to my recitals.” And with those words I felt such an ache, such a sense of loss that she wasn’t still here. “But I understand that it’s been hard for you,” I added.

Zayde shook his head. “I’ve missed so much. I think your grandmother had hoped I would come out to one of your performances. But I never did. I couldn’t.”

“That’s okay, Zayde. Really it is. I’m glad you heard me now. And you liked it?”

“Liked it?” His eyes were lit up in a way that I had never seen. “I loved it!”

Just then I heard someone cough and clear their throat behind me. Ben! I had forgotten all about him. I whirled around just as he was rising from the couch.

“I should probably get going,” he said.

“No, you don’t have to go.”

“I’ve got an essay due Monday that I haven’t even started.” He paused. “You were great, Shirli. Like your grandfather said—the voice of an angel.”

I didn’t say a word, but I thought my heart was going to explode out of my chest.

“It was very nice to meet you, Mr. Berman.” Ben extended a hand to my grandfather, who grasped it and shook it slowly, up and down.

“Nice to meet you too, Ben Morgan.” Zayde squinted at Ben. “Do you sing as well as my granddaughter?”

“I try. But I don’t think anyone comes close.”

The pounding in my chest was moving up to my ears.

“Hmm.” Zayde looked thoughtful. “One day, I may just have to listen in on you as well.”





CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Deliberately, slowly, I walked toward the dressing room as Mindi stood on stage and began to sing my song. I didn’t need to watch her, but there was nowhere to go where I wouldn’t have to hear her. It was kind of painful for me. I had to admit she was pretty good, but I knew I could sing it better than her. Even Ben had said that I had the best voice of anyone he knew. As she began to sing, I began to quietly hum along.

My head was still spinning from our Friday night dinner—Ben being there, Zayde’s revelation about Auschwitz, and then him hearing me sing and telling me I had the voice of an angel. Maybe, just maybe, I could convince him to come and see the show. It was still too soon to pose the question again. But after Friday night, I felt as if we had crossed a hurdle. When the time was right—whenever that might be—I’d ask again.

I closed the door behind me. The dressing room was empty, and I was grateful for that. I didn’t want to hear anybody complimenting her “wonderful voice” or saying what a great singer she was. She was good, and her performance made the play better overall. I wish I could have just been happy for that.

My phone chimed in my pocket. The cellphone had been a gift from my parents after 9/11. They wanted to know where I was all the time, and how to reach me in case of an emergency. Many of my friends had been given one, too, around that time. It wasn’t just my parents who were worried. Sometimes it seemed as though everybody was worried.

I pulled the phone from my pocket, surprised because I almost always remembered to silence the ringer. If Ms. Ramsey had heard it, she would have had a fit.

“Hello?”

“Hello?” The speaker had a thick accent that I didn’t recognize. “I need…speak…somebody.” Even worse, the reception was bad, and I was only picking up every second word.

“Hello…hear me?” he said.

“Not very well. Who is this?”

He mentioned a name but I couldn’t quite make it out. “Look, I can’t really hear you. I don’t know if you can hear me. I think you might have a wrong number.”

More static and then: “…my store…at my store…please come.”

Not a wrong number. It was some sort of telemarketer. I was about to hang up when there was another burst of static and then one word: “Zayde.”

I yanked the phone back up to my ear. “Did you say Zayde?” I exclaimed.

More static, then a couple more words. “At my store…Zayde.”

“My Zayde is at your store?”

More static.

“Wait, wait, please. I have to get outside so I can hear you!”

I pushed open the door just as Mindi was reaching for the high notes. She tended to over-sing everything. The girl didn’t know subtle.

The fastest way out was through a door that opened to the football field behind the school. “I’m coming. I’m coming,” I yelled into the phone. Then I stepped through the door. “I’m here. Can you hear me?”

The line was dead; the call had dropped. I looked at my phone in disbelief. Whoever it was they were gone. It certainly wasn’t my Zayde, but was it something to do with him? Or had I just misheard through all the static and broken words?

The number was there on my phone. I was just about to call it back when the phone rang again in my hands. I pushed accept and it came to life.

“Hello, hello, I’m here, I’m here!” I practically yelled.

“This is Shirli?”

“Yes, this is Shirli. You called me. You mentioned my Zayde.”

“Yes, yes.”

“Is he all right?” I felt panicky.

“Yes, he is fine…mostly good and fine.”

“Mostly?”

“He fell down and needs assistance. I am observing him.”

“Is this a hospital? Are you calling from a hospital?”

“This is a store. Amir’s grocery store. I am Amir. He fell on the sidewalk in front of my store. I went out to gather him from the pavement.”

“And he’s okay?” I gasped.

“Do you wish to speak to him?” Amir asked.

“Yes, yes, please!”

There was silence, and then I heard muffled voices, and then, my grandfather came on the line.

“Hello, hello, is this my Shirli?”

“Zayde, what happened? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“He said you fell.”

“A little trip over my big feet. It’s nothing. My friend Amir is simply being too cautious. I told him I could walk home.”

“Home from where? Where are you?”

“Amir’s store. It’s on Jefferson Street.”

“Jefferson…you’re downtown?”

“It’s the only place I could get what I needed. Amir does not want me to leave on my own. He’s worried.”

“I’m worried too. Should I call Mom or Dad?”

“They are both so busy, you know how hard it is to get in touch with them. I was wondering…would you come and get me…take a taxi maybe?”

I’d never taken a cab on my own before. But I answered without hesitation. “Yes, of course. Tell me where you are, the address.”

“I’m not sure exactly. I’ll pass the phone back to Amir.”
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I tried to pick out the numbers on the buildings from the back seat of the cab. I was getting pretty close now.

The whole thing felt like an anxious blur—the phone call, telling Ms. Ramsey I had to leave early because of a family emergency, calling a cab, and then waiting for what felt like an eternity until it arrived. The driver was trying to make small talk, and the ride through rush hour traffic seemed to be taking forever. The address I’d been given was close to forty blocks away. How had Zayde got here to begin with? Had he walked?

I pointed at the sign—AMIR’S GROCETERIA—before the driver picked out the address. He pulled into an open space in front of the store. Then, I got out of the cab so quickly I almost forgot to pay! Thankfully, the driver was a sympathetic guy and patiently waited for me to fumble with some bills.

A bell above the door announced my entrance.

“Amir…Zayde?” I called out.

“Here, back here!”

I rounded a big display of potato chips and there was my grandfather. He was sitting on a chair. His pants were ripped at the knees and he was holding a bag of ice to the side of his head. I could see traces of dried blood on his face.

“Zayde!” I ran over and threw my arms around him.

“It’s all right, it’s all right. I’m fine.”

“He’s doing much better.” A short man with brown skin was standing next to him. The man appeared to be younger than Zayde but older than my parents.

“This is my good friend, my new friend, Amir.”

“I’m pleased to meet you,” I said.

“And I, you,” he answered.

Amir was dressed in narrow-legged trousers and a long white shirt that fell below his knees. He took my hand and shook it vigorously.

“I’m so sorry to have put everybody to such trouble,” my grandfather said.

“It was not trouble. It was a pleasure to meet such a fine gentleman,” Amir said.

“The pleasure was mine. You know, Shirli, we were telling stories about coming to America. Fifty years apart, but some things haven’t changed.”

“Human nature remains a constant,” Amir said.

“Amir tells me he is from India. And back there, he was a lawyer,” my grandfather said.

“You would not suspect from my present surroundings. From the courthouse to the snack aisle. But at least here there is freedom and opportunity for my children.”

“Yes, freedom is a good thing,” my grandfather replied. “But now, it’s time for me to go.”

Zayde made a move to get up and Amir was instantly at his side.

“So, how much do I owe you for the ice?” Zayde asked.

“You would owe me nothing, even if you had the money.”

“Then the next time, I will treat you to coffee, understood?” my grandfather said.

“Yes, of course. It would not be for me to argue with you. It would be my pleasure and my honor to share a coffee, sir.”

“Now, before I leave, I need to use your facilities one more time,” Zayde said.

He tottered down the aisle toward the back of the store, leaving Amir and me alone.

“What was my grandfather buying in your store?” I asked.

“He was not going to my store, but by my store.”

“Oh, I see. Do you know where he was going?”

He shook his head. “I only saw him through the window as he tripped on the pavement. I went outside to offer my assistance.”

“Thank you for doing that.”

“It was just courtesy. Then I realized that he had far to go, and at night after dark in this neighborhood is not the best time. He told me that he spent all his money and could not afford a cab.”

“But he always has money.” That was confusing.

“I would have lent him the fare, but still I felt he should not go unescorted. He bumped his head. That is when I insisted that I call somebody he knew. I would have driven him myself but there is no other person to run the store. I’m working alone this evening.”

“I’m just glad you called.”

“Speaking of which, would you like me to call a taxi?”

“Yes, please,” I answered.
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Twenty minutes later we were in a cab, and Zayde was waving to Amir, who stood in the doorway of his shop waving back.

“That Amir is a fine fellow.”

“He seems very nice.”

“Did you notice how his store had a fresh coat of paint?” Zayde asked. “Some fools spray-painted all over the side of the building. Do you know what they wrote?”

Before I could even think to answer he continued.

“They wrote ‘Terrorists’ and ‘Taliban.’ ”

“That’s awful.”

“It’s disgusting,” he said, spitting the words out. “Amir is Hindu. But even if he were a Muslim, that does not make him a terrorist. Those people with the spray cans, they are the terrorists. It makes you think of Nazi Germany. Amir said that since 9/11 things have been different.”

“They’ve been different for everybody,” I said.

“More different and difficult for some people, I think,” Zayde said.

“I’m just glad he was there to help you. I’m glad you’re all right,” I said.

“A little bump on the noggin is not going to hurt me.”

“Zayde, where were you going?”

“I had an errand to run. I needed those ten extra bananas.”

“That’s not funny. Whatever it was, you could have asked me to do it, or Dad or Mom.”

“It was something you couldn’t get. None of you could. It needed to be me.”

“What was it?” I asked.

“Isn’t an old man entitled to a secret?”

I didn’t know how to answer that. My grandfather seemed to have no end of secrets. And now he was presenting me with another.

“Well, why didn’t you have money for a cab?”

“I had money when I left home. I just didn’t have enough on me. I spent it all on my purchase. I had no idea how much they would cost. So, I thought I would just walk home. I like to walk.”

“And you’re not going to tell me what you bought?”

“Not now. Maybe I’ll show you, but not now, not yet.”

“Okay, if you didn’t want to talk to me, then why did you have Amir call me instead of Mom or Dad?”

“I could only remember your number.”

“Then I have to get the cab driver to take us to the hospital to have your head checked,” I said.

“What?”

“You remember every number you’ve ever heard.” Zayde could forget a name a second after he heard it. But numbers? After years of being an accountant, numbers had become his life.

“Okay, maybe I remembered their telephone numbers, but I didn’t want them to come and pick me up. You know how busy they are.”

“I don’t think that’s the reason,” I said. “Was it because you thought they’d be angry?”

“I thought they’d be worried. And that is why I’m going to ask a favor of you.”

“You don’t want me to tell them, right?”

“Such a smart girl. I was hoping it could just be our little secret.”

More secrets! When was it going to end?

“Well?” he asked.

“Okay, here’s the deal,” I replied. “I won’t tell Mom and Dad about this if you tell me why you were out. What do you think about that?”

“That sounds like blackmail,” he said.

“How about we just say we have an agreement?”

“Then we have an agreement. But I don’t want to tell you my secret, I want to show you. Tomorrow. Is tomorrow good?”

“Tomorrow is good.” It was looking like the best deal I was going to get.





CHAPTER FOURTEEN

I don’t know how I made it through my classes the next day. My brain was so focused on Zayde’s latest secret that it was nearly impossible to concentrate on anything else. Teacher after teacher trained their death stares on me when I failed to answer a question. Even Natasha, who knew me better than anyone, couldn’t figure out what was wrong.

“Okay, spill it,” she said, cornering me in the cafeteria. “You look like you’re on another planet.”

I quickly filled her in on Zayde’s last escapade, culminating with his promise to show me what he had gone all the way downtown to buy.

“Any guesses about what it might be?”

“Not a clue,” I replied. “But I’m going over to his place as soon as I can to find out.”

First, though, there was an after-school rehearsal to get through. No, not just get through. I had to be fully focused, or Ms. Ramsey was going to get on my case. Today I’d need my acting skills to make the rest of the cast believe I was Golde…and to make Ms. Ramsey believe that the play had my full and undivided attention!

Everything started well. Everyone in the cast was pretty well prepared. We still had a couple of months before our opening, but most of us were “off book” so we knew our lines and didn’t need to hold our scripts. Ms. Ramsey was smiling and complimenting us on how well we were doing.

“At this rate, we’ll be able to block the whole show by the end of next week.”

Blocking meant coming up with a plan for where we’d stand and walk for every single moment we were on stage. It was basically like setting the choreography for the entire show.

“And once the blocking is set, we can just run the show every rehearsal until opening.” Ms. Ramsey was beaming.

But that was before everything began to go horribly wrong. I think it must have started when Ms. Ramsey said, “Let’s take it from the top.”

The opening sequence of the show revolved around a song called “Tradition.” Each of the villagers—referred to in the script as the Mamas, the Papas, the Sons, and the Daughters—sang about who they were and the important role they played in the community. The entire cast was on stage, and the blocking that Ms. Ramsey was talking about was critically important, because each group took a turn at the front of the stage and then moved off to make room for the next group.

It all started pretty smoothly. Ben—as Tevye—was introducing the town of Anatevka where the play was set, and the Papas were about to sing their opening. But a moment later there was chaos on stage. The Papas collided with the Mamas, who bumped into the Sons and then the Daughters. And before long, everyone was mixed up with everyone else and no one knew where to go or what to do. Meanwhile, the Rabbi, played by this guy named Michael, was supposed to be nodding his head back and forth as if he were deep in prayer. But something had gotten into him and his prayer had turned into a convulsion. It looked as if he had a hula hoop around his middle and he was desperately trying to keep it up! Mindi started to have a laughing fit that was bubbling over to others in the cast. I thought Ms. Ramsey was going to have a stroke.

“Stop, stop, stop!” she shouted, each command louder than the one before. “What is wrong with you people? Why can you not follow a simple stage direction?”

Her face was red and her eyes were practically bulging out of her head. She had yelled at us in rehearsals before, but this felt like a full-blown meltdown. The compliments from earlier in the rehearsal disappeared, and the good feeling about how the play was progressing went with it. The room fell still.

“I didn’t think we were that bad,” I muttered under my breath to Natasha, who was standing close to me.

“Do you have something to say, Ms. Berman?”

I didn’t think anyone but Tash had heard me, least of all Ms. Ramsey. But it was as if she had suddenly developed super-sensitive hearing.

“Sorry, Ms. Ramsey,” I said.

“No, please. If you have something to say, then say it to everyone. I know you know how to project.”

The room went even quieter than before. Everyone was staring at me, and then at Ms. Ramsey, as though we were squaring off in one of those wrestling matches that Zayde watched on TV.

Zayde! I had no time for a fight with Ms. Ramsey. I needed to get through the rehearsal and then get over to his house. Besides, fighting with Ms. Ramsey might compromise my chance of getting that juicy lead role next year, and I certainly didn’t want to risk that. But it seemed as if I had waded into something, and instead of stopping myself I decided to dive.

“I was just saying that I thought we were doing well, Ms. Ramsey,” I said, trying to be respectful and honest.

“You think that last run-through was good?” Ms. Ramsey wasn’t backing down. Her eyes were pretty steely and her jaw was set.

My hands were winding my hair up and down like a yo-yo. I gulped and glanced over at Natasha. She edged slightly away from me, and the expression on her face seemed to say, You’re on your own. But then I looked over at Ben. At first I thought he was going to abandon me too. But he fixed me with a look of admiration and nodded his head. That was the encouragement I needed. I took a deep breath.

“Everyone is working really hard, Ms. Ramsey,” I said. “We all want the show to be good. We want your constructive criticism, but it doesn’t help when you yell.”

And that’s when I saw her flinch. Her face went pale and she looked away. When she turned back to me, her expression had softened.

“I’m…I’m sorry, Ms. Berman…Shirli,” she began. “You’re right. Yelling doesn’t do anyone any good.”

Wait! What? Was Ms. Ramsey actually apologizing?

“You are all really quite wonderful.” She was addressing the whole cast now. “And if I become impatient, it’s only because I feel as if I’m under a lot of pressure with this production. I had hoped that there would be more staff support coming forward, but Ms. Lofsky, who had originally offered, has extended her leave of absence, and Mr. Martello, who had tentatively agreed to work with the set designers, felt he needed to fully commit to the school trip to Greece.”

I’d been surprised from the beginning that so few of the school staff were involved. I’d heard rumors that Ms. Lofsky was going to come back and join us, but apparently now it was just going to be Ms. Ramsey and our accompanist, the ever-silent Mr. Nevarez.

She went on, “I understand their reasons, but there are really no other teachers who can assist me. I’m kind of left carrying the ball all by myself here.”

The pressure that Ms. Ramsey was feeling had to be enormous. I wondered if she could handle it alone.

“But that’s no excuse for me to lose my temper,” she added. “And the next time I do, and there will probably be a next time…” And then she looked at me once more. “I want you to call me on it again. Do we have a deal?”

It felt as if all the tension in the room evaporated. Everyone on stage began to nod their heads.

I stared straight at Ms. Ramsey and said, “Deal!”





CHAPTER FIFTEEN

I bolted out of there the minute rehearsal was finally over. I didn’t even stop to say goodbye to Natasha—I just pantomimed that I’d call her later. But when I reached the door and heard Ben call my name, I couldn’t help it, I paused and waited for him to catch up. We hadn’t talked much lately, and after rehearsals we’d been taking off in opposite directions. I had to wonder: was it possible he was avoiding me? Or maybe I was avoiding him.

“You were great back there,” he said.

“Thanks.” I glanced at the door, anxious to get out of the building and reluctant to leave all at the same time. I had to admit that my heart rate picked up whenever Ben stood close to me, the way he did now—his eyes staring right into mine. “I don’t know what got into me. I’m usually not that bold.”

“You had the guts to stand up to Ms. Ramsey. No one else did.”

I hoped Ben wouldn’t notice the line of sweat that had suddenly beaded up across my forehead. Is it hot in here?

“Ms. Ramsey is a great director and a really good teacher,” I said. “She just needed to blow off some steam, I guess.”

“So,” he continued, “if the acting thing doesn’t work out for you, you could be a lawyer, or a diplomat.”

I reached to wipe my forehead with my sleeve. “Nah, I think I’ll just stick with acting.”

Then the two of us just stood there staring at each other, until Ben finally broke the awkward silence.

“I had a great time at your house the other night.”

“You…you did?” I stammered. “I mean, yeah, it was good. I’m glad we got to rehearse together away from all of this.”

“We should do it again.”

I couldn’t believe I was hearing this. Was Ben actually inviting himself over to my house again? Or was he just being polite? Wait until Tash heard this!

“Sure,” I said eagerly—maybe a little too eagerly. And then there was silence again. “Look, Ben,” I finally said, “I’m sorry, but I’ve got to get out of here. I’m supposed to be at my grandfather’s.”

“Can you please say hi to him from me?”

“Oh, for sure,” I replied.

“You don’t want to keep him waiting. I think he might be even tougher than Ms. Ramsey!”

At that, I finally laughed out loud. I opened the door and stepped out into the cold evening air, and I called back over my shoulder, “But he’s really a teddy bear on the inside.”



[image: dingbat]

I unlocked the back door to Zayde’s house and walked in, brushing the snow off my jacket and taking off my boots. My stomach was churning. Ben wanted to come back to my house. Wow. I mean, I knew it didn’t really mean anything, but…a girl could dream, couldn’t she? And then there was Zayde’s secret.

I hated surprises. The one surprise birthday party that I’d had—Natasha had organized it for me in sixth grade—had turned out to be a bust, because I got to her house early and ruined everything. Then Natasha got upset, which upset me. The whole thing was a disaster. It was so thoughtful of her and I really loved her for it, but I made her promise never to do it again. So the fact that Zayde had another secret—something he had to show me—was tying my stomach in knots.

I heard music coming from the living room. At first, I thought it was the TV. Was Zayde listening to some sort of concert, or was it just a commercial? I knew it wasn’t the radio because he didn’t have one, and while Bubbie had owned an old record player, she had used it only when Zayde was out of the house, and it had disappeared shortly after her death. We all assumed he’d tossed it out.

I made my way through the kitchen and down the hall past the dining room, moved by the sound of long, soulful notes from a violin, strung together to create a melody that was both sad and uplifting. It had to be on the TV, but there was something vaguely familiar about the tune—something I had heard perhaps as a child, buried in my memory. I didn’t know what it was, but I was drawn to the song like a moth to light. The notes floated through the air, briefly suspended, like the snowflakes that were falling outside.

I turned the corner, entering the living room, and that’s when I saw him. Zayde was standing in front of the fireplace, his back turned to me. The old violin that I had found in the attic was tucked under his chin. His right hand held the bow, which he drew across strings that had miraculously been repaired. Zayde was playing his violin!

He hadn’t heard me yet and I didn’t want him to. I just wanted to stand there and listen to him play. He swayed slightly from side to side, in time with the tune he was playing. His fingers on the neck of the violin seemed to skip over the strings as if they had lost all the stiffness that he often complained about. In fact, his whole body seemed lighter—younger—as if he had returned to a time in his childhood. I was frozen on the spot, captivated by the wonder of this sight, and by the music that was coming from my grandfather and his instrument. Finally, he finished playing and lowered the violin to his side.

“Zayde,” I whispered.

He turned around to face me, his eyes glistening. “I’ve been practicing a little today. I didn’t know if I’d remember how to play.”

“I had no idea you could play like that—so amazing!” It was exactly like the moment when Zayde had heard me sing, except now we had switched places. “Is this your surprise?”

He nodded. “I found a place downtown that specializes in old violins. This one needed special strings, none of that synthetic phony stuff, real gut, and that was the only place that sold them.”

“That’s where you went the other day.”

“Yes. I didn’t know the strings would cost so much.” He smiled sadly. “In the old country, they cost next to nothing. Now they’ve become as valuable as antiques. My father would have been in shock.”

“And that’s why you didn’t have enough money to take a cab home.” The pieces were all coming together now.

He nodded again. “That’s why I had to walk, and that’s when I met my new friend, that nice Mr. Amir, who helped me out when I fell in front of his store.”

“Zayde, where did you learn to play like that?”

“From my father. I told you we were a musical family.”

“Did you learn to read music?”

“Does a bird know how to read music?” he asked. “No, it just learns how to sing from its parents. That was me with my violin.”

I paused. This whole moment was still so overwhelming. And then I remembered something else.

“Zayde, that song you were playing. There was something about it that was so familiar.”

He smiled again. “It was your Bubbie’s favorite. I would catch her humming it to you when you were young. She would stop when I walked into the room. But I knew the tune—one of the old folk songs my family played.”

Yes, that was it! My grandmother had rocked me to sleep with that song. I hadn’t heard it in years. But somehow my brain had held on to that musical memory. “I used to love it when she sang it to me.”

“And she loved singing it.”

I could feel my pulse racing, and my brain along with it. “This is fantastic, Zayde,” I exclaimed. “It’s like you’ve rediscovered something. My singing. Your violin playing. Maybe we could even rehearse together! You could play and I could sing and…”

I stopped when I noticed that my grandfather had turned away from me and was slowly replacing the violin in its case, which was sitting on the couch. He paused for a moment, letting his hands brush over the wooden frame as if he were caressing a child. Finally, he clipped the bow in its place in the lid of the case and closed it, clicking the latches down with a firm snap. Then he straightened.

“No, my sweet Shirli,” he said. “I wanted you to see this and to thank you again for the chance to hear you sing the other night. But now, I need to put this away again. The playing…it was…it was too much for me.”

“But Zayde, you have this gift,” I began.

“Please don’t ask me again, Shirli.” Zayde looked down at the violin case. “I think this needs to go back in the attic. I thought I was ready, but I’m not.”

I was at a loss for words. Why had Zayde shown me this, opened the door a crack into this world of possibilities, only to slam it shut again? It wasn’t fair, and I wanted to tell him that. But then, I stopped. I couldn’t imagine what it was that my grandfather was dealing with—what volcano of painful memories was bubbling up inside of him. I had to respect that. You can’t throw a kid into the deep end of a swimming pool and not worry that he might drown, I reasoned. I had to let Zayde wade into his past at his own pace.

“Do you know why I needed to get the strings on my own?” Zayde asked.

I shook my head.

“I was afraid.”

“Afraid of what?”

“Afraid that I would get to the store but wouldn’t be able to go inside, or that I’d buy the strings, but instead of putting them on I’d just put them away. Or even if I put them on that it would be too emotional, too troubling, to ever actually play. And I didn’t want anyone to see me if I couldn’t go through with it all.”

“But you did it. You did it all.”

“I’ve done all that I can do.”

I knew I couldn’t push him any further. We both needed a way out.

“Do you want some tea, Zayde?” I finally asked.

“That would be nice. Did you bring me groceries today? I’m running out of bananas.”

“I could come back with some tomorrow. Would forty be good?”

We left the living room and the violin behind and walked toward the kitchen. I felt as if I was losing Zayde once more. He was drifting back into that dark, painful place where the memories gnawed at him like a vulture on a carcass.

Had I lost him for good this time?





CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Rehearsals continued at a frantic pace over the next couple of weeks, interspersed with homework. I’d given up all my other extracurricular activities, but it still felt as if there was no break between day and night. Everything just blended into one continuous loop. Our opening in April, only six weeks away, was the reward we all had our eyes on.

One afternoon, I stood at the back of the auditorium looking down at the stage. Up close, it was obvious where there were faults and pieces of the set that didn’t exactly fit together. However, from this distance, things looked remarkably real. Well, as real as a village sitting on a stage could look. Pretty much everything had been put together by the set crew—and they were still building. Any time we weren’t actually using the stage, the noise of hammers and power tools punctuated the air and echoed around the auditorium. There was a barn, stage right, and the house, stage left, and at center stage there was a cart and a pile of hay. The hay had come from the farm where Mindi stabled her horse. Oh, that was another thing about Mindi, the girl had a horse. Of course, she was the sort who would have a horse.

Adding to the noise, the strings and the brass from the school orchestra were in the pit practicing the score. From the bits I could hear they apparently needed even more practice than we did. Strangely, the sounds of the hammers and power tools sometimes seemed like part of the music. I was pretty sure that the people wielding the hammers were deliberately adding a rhythm section.

The sets were supposed to have been finished by now. I think we had Mr. Martello’s absence to blame for that. So now everything else was falling behind. Since we couldn’t use the stage while set construction was happening, Ms. Ramsey had taken the ensemble into the drama room to work with them, leaving the leads to go over our parts and wait for her return. The fact that we were working alone was another sign that Ms. Ramsey badly needed help.

I’d mentioned all of this to my parents. In addition to blaming the problem on cutbacks and lack of funding for the arts, they talked about how “politics” was everywhere. They meant that since Ms. Ramsey was young and newer to the school there might be people who weren’t happy about her suddenly being put in charge of the big school production, and so they wouldn’t want to support her. That all made sense, until I started to think it through. I mean, who else was there who could have stepped up to help out at a time like this? To add to that, Mrs. Reynolds was the new head of the music department and she was still working hard to get a handle on her program.

Ben sat in an audience seat bent over his script. Every once in a while he raised his head and closed his eyes, and I could see his lips move as if he was reciting lines. A bit of his hair that usually spiked on top had fallen down over his forehead. I couldn’t take my eyes off him.

At one point, Mindi walked past him, paused for a full minute, and then kept on going. Ben didn’t seem to notice, but I did—I silently counted the seconds before she moved on. After Ben and Emma had broken up, and it became clear that they weren’t going to be getting back together, other people started to see possibilities. One of those people was Mindi. Practically the whole school was watching her try to get close to Ben, so far with no success. By now, I thought I knew Ben well enough to know he wasn’t interested. But that didn’t mean she was going to give up trying.

I stood up and walked in Ben’s direction, stopping in front of his seat. “Ben, do you think we could work on a scene together?” He looked up, startled, as if I’d pulled him out of a trance. “Oh, sorry,” I added quickly. “Would you rather work on your own?”

At that, he jumped to his feet. “No, of course not. Let’s go somewhere we can have more privacy.”

He shuffled sideways along the row of seats, and together we moved toward a far corner, away from the stage, the set-builders, and the musicians.

“Hey, how’s your grandfather?” he asked. “Last time we talked, you were in a big hurry to go see him. Do you visit him a lot?”

“Yeah, I try. I buy his groceries and we joke around. It’s kind of our thing. I bring him bananas and we watch TV!”

And then, I started to tell Ben about my last visit with Zayde, about his violin, and how he’d gone to a special store to get the old strings replaced. I told him about listening to Zayde play for the very first time, and how incredible that moment had been. I didn’t tell him about Zayde’s fall—I knew Zayde would be embarrassed if others knew. But I told him just about everything else.

I’m not sure why I blurted all of this to Ben. I hadn’t even told my parents about Zayde and the violin, because then I would have had to tell them about him getting the strings, and about him falling down and me having to go to the rescue and how we were keeping that secret. And yet, here I was, spilling it all to Ben. And he was staring back at me and hanging on to every word, and nodding and looking like he really cared—like he wanted to hear me talk.

“And you never heard him play before?” he asked when I finally stopped.

I shook my head. “No, it wasn’t until a few weeks ago that anybody even knew that he could play the violin. It’s all part of the past that he is just starting to talk about. Nobody knows about any of this, so please don’t say a word.”

He looked thoughtful. “I really like your grandfather.”

“I think he liked you, too.”

“I was wondering, do you think I could sit down with him again to talk, to ask him questions?”

At that, I hesitated. Not that I didn’t want Ben to see my grandfather again. It was just that I still worried about how Zayde was dealing with dredging up his past.

Ben sensed my uncertainty. “Only if you think it’d be okay.”

“I guess. We could go over together. I mean, I…I think I should go with you.” I felt myself blushing.

“Oh, for sure, it would definitely be better if you were there. Could you ask him if it would be all right?”

“Sure. I’ll ask him.”

“I just think there’s a lot more I could learn from him. And I don’t just mean about playing Tevye. That tattoo on his arm was…well, it really bothered me.”

“It bothers everybody.” I was grateful that Ben brought it up. “I was so surprised when he showed it to you. He never does that,” I said.

“Is it a good thing or a bad thing that he did?”

“A good thing, I think. At least, I hope. I guess we’ll find out when I ask if you can come over.” Then I thought through what I’d just said. “But really it’s all pretty raw for him. I mean, if he says no, it’s just because…you know, just, don’t take it personally.”

“I understand.”

At that moment Ms. Ramsey marched into the auditorium with the ensemble in tow.

“All right, people! Everybody down front!”

People jumped to their feet and joined in the little parade.

“Here we go,” Ben said as he stood up. He offered me a hand. “I guess we didn’t have a chance to practice after all.”

I took his hand, he pulled me to my feet, and we walked down the steps to join the others. But Ben kept holding my hand. I couldn’t help noticing that people were watching us. I caught sight of Mindi, and I saw her stiffen as Ben and I joined the cast. Natasha flashed a big smile and gave me a little thumbs-up—I hoped Ben didn’t see that.

Ms. Ramsey ordered the musicians and the set crew to stop what they were doing. The musicians stopped immediately, and a few hammer blows later it was completely quiet. When we got down to the stage, Ben let go of my hand. I was relieved…and a little disappointed. My hand was a bit sweaty and I wiped it very discreetly on the leg of my pants.

“Okay, people, we’re going to take it from the top. Scene 1. Everybody, places.”

Ben let out a big sigh. “Wish me luck, Golde.”

“You’ll do fine, Tevye.”

“I wish I could be so sure.”

Ben headed in one direction while I headed in the other. The Papas would be coming in from stage left and the Mamas from stage right.

I’d only taken a few steps when Tash was at my side.

“You two looked pretty cozy,” she said. “Were you rehearsing?”

“Actually, we were talking.”

“Ooh, you don’t say! Suddenly you two have a lot to talk about?” She opened her mouth to say something else but I warned her off with a death stare.

We settled into our places and Ms. Ramsey called for quiet. Everybody was smart enough—and fearful enough—to obey instantly. Ms. Ramsey had been yelling less since I’d confronted her. But less was still a relative term. The big difference was that now she’d apologize if she really went over the top.

Behind me were all the other Mamas and female villagers. Across the stage in the stage-left wing, visible to me but not to the audience, were all the Papas and male villagers. On the stage were only two people—Tevye, standing in front of his house—our house—and the fiddler sitting atop the roof.

Strange how the person the whole play was named after didn’t even have a line of dialogue! All the Fiddler did was sit up on the roof and play his violin. In some productions of Fiddler the guy on the roof would be an actor simply pretending while a real violinist stood offstage doing the actual playing. In our production, though, there was only one Fiddler, his name was Thomas, and he had the difficult task of balancing on the roof while playing his instrument. Ms. Ramsey thought it would add authenticity to the show.

“Okay, dim the lights and cue the music,” she yelled.

The lights went down and in the background the “moon”—a spotlight—was turned on. Thomas started playing. Those first few notes sent a chill up my spine. And not the kind of chill you get when something moves you. This opening was meant to be soulful and emotional, but with every note Thomas played, I felt myself cringe.

“You’d better get better at that!” Ms. Ramsey yelled.

I felt sorry for him. It couldn’t be easy to perch up there and play without hitting a few clangers.

The music continued. Thomas was hitting some good notes but more than his share of bad ones. I suddenly had an image of Zayde coming to the show and listening to Thomas scratch out this tune. What would Zayde, with his remarkable violin skills, think of that? If he was going to come to a performance, I had to hope that Thomas improved.

The music faded. Ben climbed off the cart at center stage and started his monologue.

“A fiddler on the roof…”

I held my breath, waiting, hoping he’d get it all right. But I couldn’t hold my breath too long. In a few more lines we’d all be rushing on to the stage from both sides, singing!





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

“That was brutal—again!” Natasha said as we left the rehearsal and walked down the front steps of the school. “Remind me why I let you talk me into signing up for this torture?”

“Ms. Ramsey did say she wouldn’t let us leave until we finally got it right. It’s not her fault that some people couldn’t remember their blocking.”

“Don’t make excuses for her. You just didn’t mind that it was a long rehearsal because you were spending time with—”

“Stop right now,” I hissed. “Somebody might hear you.”

All around us other members of the cast and crew were huddled together against the cold on the steps in front of the school. It was already dark.

“Are you sure you don’t need a ride with me and my mother?” Natasha asked as she waved to the driver of an idling car.

“Thanks, but my dad’s coming to get me. You don’t have to wait—oh, there he is!”

My father pulled up to the curb. And my mother was with him!

I said goodbye to Tash and a few other cast mates. Ben was already gone, picked up by his dad.

“I wasn’t expecting both of you,” I said as I settled into the backseat of our car and we pulled away.

“Thought I’d just come along for the ride,” my mother said.

“And the way your mother’s schedule has been for the last few weeks, this is as close as we’re ever going to get to a date,” my father added.

“Does that make me the chaperone?”

“I think the correct term is ‘fifth wheel,’ ” my mother said. “But hey, we’re not the only ones who are busy, right? Even when your dad and I are home, we hardly ever see you!”

“So you’re saying this actually counts as quality family time?” I said.

“You grab what you can grab,” my father added.

“So, kiddo, how are things going?” my mother asked.

“It’s pretty crazy, and it’s only going to get worse as we get closer to opening night.” It was still weeks away, but I knew we needed every second of that time.

“Judging from the late, long practice, things aren’t going as smoothly as expected,” my father said. “Are there problems?”

“Lots of problems.”

“Anything we can help with?” he asked.

“Not unless you can help build the sets.”

“The sets aren’t finished yet?” my mother asked.

“No, and because of that, our practice time on stage is limited. It’s hard to get the blocking right if you can’t be up on stage. And on top of that, some of the cast still aren’t off book.”

“That’s really not good,” my mother said. “You know, if I could help, I would.”

My father and I both started to laugh and then tried to stifle it.

“Okay, so I’m not so musical,” she said.

“And you are incredibly busy,” I added, to soften the blow.

“But your father is musical.”

“And just as busy at work,” I said.

He shrugged. “The new people I’ve brought in this year are doing a wonderful job. I have very capable staff.”

“But it will still be all hands on deck as you get closer to tax season,” my mother pointed out.

“Another problem we have is that our musicians are pretty mediocre,” I added. “Even the violinist who’s playing the Fiddler isn’t very good. Zayde is so much better.”

“Zayde is better?” my mother asked.

As soon as I’d said it I knew I shouldn’t have. But there was no way to take it back.

My father looked at me in the rearview mirror. “And how would you know that he’s better?” he asked.

My brain began to spin. I could have just said that Zayde was a professional musician when he was young, so he was bound to be better. That would have been completely believable. I could have said that, but I didn’t. I didn’t like to lie, and besides, the secrecy was weighing heavily on me.

“I heard him play,” I said.

“You heard Zayde play the violin?” my father asked. I saw my parents exchange a quick glance.

“He was playing that old violin from the attic one day when I came with the groceries. He didn’t know I was there and I listened to him play, but he stopped the second he saw me.”

“And you didn’t tell us that because…?” my mother asked.

“I’m not really sure.” That sounded lame, but it was honest.

“And he was good?” my father asked.

“He was amazing. Just amazing.”

“I can’t even imagine how surprised you must have been,” my father said.

“I was shocked.”

“I wish I could have been there,” my father said. “Do you think he’d play for me, for us?”

I could hear the longing creep into my father’s voice. But I really didn’t know how to respond. Would Zayde be angry that I’d told my parents? It wasn’t like he’d told me not to, but in a way the whole thing—starting with Zayde’s accident the day he went to buy the strings—was all like one big secret.

“Wait…the violin…you said it had broken strings,” my mother said. “How could he play it like that?”

And here it was—the next part of my cover-up. I could have told my parents that I bought the strings for Zayde, or that he had another set in the attic, but that would have been a lie. Keeping a secret and telling a lie were different things, but how could I do one without doing the other?

“He went downtown and bought strings for the violin,” I blurted.

“He went all the way downtown?”

“He had to. They’re special strings and there was only one place that sold them.”

“But why didn’t he ask us to buy them for him?” my father demanded. The concern in his voice bordered on anger, or dismay. “I could have at least given him a lift.”

“He told me he needed to do it on his own. He didn’t want anyone to know he was fixing the violin because he wasn’t sure if he’d be able to play it.”

“You’d think it would be like riding a bicycle…it was such a big part of his early years.”

“No, he wasn’t worried about remembering how to play it. He was afraid he might not be able to bring himself to play. You know, emotionally.”

My father nodded. “I guess that makes sense. It must have been so difficult for him.”

There was only one more thing to say, and to say it was to break a trust with my Zayde. But to not say it was to break a trust with my parents. I was going to betray someone, no matter what I said or didn’t say.

I took a deep breath. “He went downtown on his own. But I ended up going to get him…by cab.”

There were a few seconds of silence. It was just the sound of the engine, the wind whispering by the windows, and the burring of the heater. There was a song playing on the radio but the volume was so low that I couldn’t even make out the tune. I had the bizarre thought that I should ask my parents to turn up the volume so we could listen to the song and all just pretend I hadn’t said anything.

Finally, my mother spoke. “You are going to explain what you mean, right?”

“I promised Zayde I wouldn’t talk about it,” I said.

“It sounds as if that promise has already been compromised. You need to tell us what happened,” my father said.

“I know. I just don’t know what to say or where to start.”

“You start at the beginning and you say everything that needs to be said,” my mother said.

I knew she was right. There was no point in even trying to tell just part of the truth when it was all so tied together.
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It took the rest of the ride home and a lot of time afterwards to explain it all. I kept trying to spin things a little, to soften the worst parts, but it was impossible. I wanted to leave out the part about him falling and ripping his pants and bumping his head, but then why would Amir have called me in the first place? I wanted to leave out the part about him not having any money because he’d spent it on the strings, but then why wouldn’t he have just taken a taxi? I was grateful, though, that my parents let me tell the story without adding more than an occasional “Oh!” or “How awful,” or a concerned look or thoughtful nodding of the head.

When I was done, I let out a deep sigh of relief. It felt good to have it all out in the open.

“This must have been very distressing for you,” my mother said.

I hadn’t expected that—instead of anger I was getting sympathy!

“And it wasn’t fair of my father to make you keep it all a secret,” my dad said.

“It’s just that he didn’t want to worry you,” I said.

“You know it’s more than that,” my father replied.

I nodded. “He doesn’t want anybody to talk about him needing to live somewhere else.”

“I think that’s exactly what I do need to talk to him about. I’m going over there tonight and—”

“No, you can’t do that!” I protested. My father raised his eyebrows at me. “He can’t know that I told you what happened.”

“You want us to pretend that the whole thing didn’t happen?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“I’m sorry, but I can’t do that,” my father said.

“Maybe Shirli’s right,” my mother said. “Maybe you should just ignore it.”

I hadn’t expected her to say that, and, judging from my father’s expression, neither had he.

“Think about it. Even if you did talk to him, do you think you could convince him that he needs more help?” my mother asked.

“Well…probably not.”

“And you certainly can’t force him to move someplace against his will,” she continued.

“I hope that day never comes.”

“He’s older and a bit slower, but he’s as sharp as he is stubborn. If you tackle him on this issue right now, you have nothing to win and everything to lose.”

My father looked puzzled.

“He’ll feel that he can’t trust Shirli,” Mom continued, “which could make things even worse.”

I hadn’t even thought of that.

“He called Shirli instead of us because he trusted her. If he felt that he couldn’t trust her either, who would he call if there was ever another incident?” she asked. My father didn’t answer, which was, of course, an answer. “So, we all keep the secret. We know, but Zayde doesn’t know that we know,” my mother continued. “And maybe we all go over a little bit more often.”

“I could do that,” I agreed. “I could bring him groceries and then go back again every week just to visit.” It was going to be hard to fit that in with all the rehearsals, but somehow I’d have to make it work.

“And we could have him over for supper twice a week. We’ll all keep our eyes open,” my mother added. “But he’s your father, and we’ll do whatever you think is best.”

I thought about something my Zayde had said: “The man may be the head of the family, but the wife is the neck. The wife tells the head where to look.” That was what my mother was doing right now.

“It’s not like he’s ever done anything like this before,” Mom said.

“And he promised me he’d never do it again,” I added. “He gave me his word.”

“And you know that means everything coming from your father,” my mother added.

“It’s just that I don’t like secrets,” my father said. “But…perhaps it is best that we keep this among the three of us, for my father’s sake.”

And for my sake, I thought.

“I think that’s the wisest thing to do,” my mother agreed. “Besides, the way he’s started to open up lately, I wouldn’t be so surprised if he eventually told us what happened himself. Maybe he’ll even play his violin for us.”

“Do you think so?” My father had a faraway look in his eyes, and I realized how badly he wanted a chance to hear Zayde play. And I hoped it would happen, too.

“Your father is certainly full of surprises these days,” Mom said. “So who knows…who knows?”





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

I was relieved to hear the TV blasting when Ben and I entered Zayde’s house through the kitchen door. My grandfather had ignored the TV during my last visits, he was so preoccupied with the violin and reliving his story. To me, this was the sound of things getting back to normal.

“Is that wrestling?” Ben asked as we pulled off our boots and our jackets.

“Don’t even ask. My grandfather’s obsessed with it.”

“No, this is great,” Ben said. “I love wrestling!”

When we walked into the living room, there was my grandfather in his big armchair, his eyes glued to the television.

“Hi, Zayde.” I raised my voice to be heard over the TV as I bent over to kiss his cheek.

“Shirli! I’m so glad you’re here.”

“You remember Ben, don’t you?”

Ben shuffled forward, hands awkwardly stuffed into the pockets of his jeans. He quickly removed them and extended one to my grandfather.

“Hello, Mr. Berman. Thanks so much for letting me come and visit.”

“Ben Morgan, you didn’t learn enough the last time we met?” Zayde asked, sighing heavily and looking tired.

“I learned a lot, sir, and that’s why I want to learn more.”

That was such a smart thing to say, but I couldn’t tell from Zayde’s reaction whether it worked. When I’d broached the subject of Ben coming over, he’d been less than enthusiastic.

“If you don’t feel like talking, Zayde, Ben will understand.”

It was as though Zayde hadn’t even heard me. Instead he’d turned away to look out the window, and he seemed to be staring at the walkway and the bushes covered in snow. I wondered if he was imagining my grandmother when she used to tend to the garden every springtime. But then, he turned back to me, his eyes full of resolve.

“I told you he could come, and I always talk to my guests.”

“I really appreciate that, sir,” Ben said.

“So, Ben Morgan, welcome to my home. Sit. Sit. We’ll have some juice in a few minutes. Shirli, you’ll get us some apple juice, right?”

I sighed in relief, nodded, and turned toward the TV. The wrestler that Zayde had told me about a couple of weeks earlier—what was his name? Stone Cold something or other?—was back in the ring, pummeling some other poor guy who was pinned against the ropes. I was looking for the remote to turn down the volume when Ben piped up.

“Stone Cold is no Hulk Hogan, but somebody has to take care of the Undertaker.”

What? Who was the Undertaker? What was Ben talking about?

“You know the Undertaker?” Zayde sat up in his chair and peered at Ben.

“He’s just the biggest, baddest, meanest man to ever wrestle. He’s pure evil.”

Zayde looked even more curious. “So, you know something about wrestling?”

“Yes, sir. I’ve been watching the WWF for years, with my dad. The Undertaker is a legend, along with the Brothers of Destruction. He’s won the World Heavyweight Championship three times.”

They started discussing wrestling moves and the holds that each fighter specialized in, and it was as if they were speaking another language. I went to the kitchen to get some juice, and they were still going at it when I returned with a tray and three full glasses. Zayde looked more animated than I had seen him in a long time. He and Ben were debating the skills of people with names like Vader, X-Pac, and The Rock. It sounded like the cast of characters from a science fiction movie. But I could see that Zayde was impressed with Ben’s knowledge. He was sitting on the edge of his armchair. His eyes were lit up and his hands were waving in every direction as he drove home the point that Vader was better than X-Pac who could last longer in any ring than Stone Cold.

I settled back on the couch and glanced into the dining room. The violin was still there, in its case, sitting on the buffet. I was glad to see that Zayde hadn’t hidden it away after my last visit, when he had made it clear he didn’t want to touch it again. Maybe he’d had a change of heart about that.

I noticed a few boxes sitting off to one side of the room. They were closed and taped, and something was written on top of them. From where I was sitting, I couldn’t make out what it said, but I recognized my grandfather’s shaky handwriting. I wondered what they were.

In the meantime, the conversation about wrestling seemed to be winding down.

“I also play football, sir,” Ben was saying.

Zayde sat back in his chair and nodded approvingly. “Wrestling, football, and you sing.”

“Well, my singing is probably the weakest.”

“He’s being modest, Zayde,” I piped up.

“Like I said before, Shirli’s the one with talent. I’m just along for the ride,” Ben said.

Zayde looked thoughtful. “Well, perhaps you would like to humor an old man and show me how good you really are. Sing something with my granddaughter.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. This was coming from my grandfather—the man who had shunned music my entire life! And now he was asking Ben and me to perform for him? I think my mouth must have dropped open, and I just stared at Zayde. But Ben clearly had an idea.

“Shirli told me you’re an incredible violinist,” he said.

I felt a shudder go up my spine. What was Ben doing?

“So, my granddaughter told you that she heard me play, did she?”

Was he going to be upset that I’d told somebody or, even worse, ask me who else I told?

“She says you can play brilliantly,” Ben said.

“I can play,” my grandfather responded, ever so slowly.

“So, I’m just wondering, if we sing a song from the show…would you consider playing something for us?”

And now it was like I was having a heart attack! This was not our deal! Ben was supposed to be asking Zayde questions that would help him understand his character in Fiddler. He was way out of line here, and I felt a sudden flash of anger. He had no right to talk about this—to ask Zayde to play. I’d told him about the violin in confidence. If Zayde exploded now, or shut down altogether, then I would never forgive Ben.

Zayde just stared at Ben, and then at me. I couldn’t read his expression. Anger? Confusion? Hurt? But when he started to talk, there were none of those dark feelings in his voice.

“So, you think because you impressed me with your knowledge of wrestling that now you can talk me into doing something I’ve shared with my granddaughter only?”

My grandfather was no fool.

“Zayde, you don’t—”

He lifted his hand to cut me off.

Ben jumped in. “I’m not trying to trick you, sir, honestly. I didn’t mean to be disrespectful. I really just want to hear you play.”

My face was hot, and there was a pounding in my ears.

“Okay, Ben Morgan,” Zayde finally said. “Sing for me, and if I like what I hear, then perhaps I’ll play for you.”

This was all getting more unbelievable by the minute!

I looked at Ben, he stared back at me, and then the two of us stood in front of Zayde and began to sing. We didn’t even check with one another. We knew instinctively which song we would perform. It was “Sunrise, Sunset,” a beautiful tune that Golde and Tevye sing at the wedding of their daughter, Tzeitel, to Motel the tailor, the man she has chosen to be her husband.

Our voices blended effortlessly. Our harmonies were pitch-perfect. We’d never been this good before in rehearsals. And as the last note trailed off, we stood there, looking at Zayde and waiting for his response.

A full minute passed before he spoke. It felt like the longest minute of my life. I just stood there, waiting, the clock on the wall loudly ticking out the seconds.

“You underestimate yourself, Ben Morgan. You have a fine voice indeed.” Zayde’s voice was thick with emotion.

I felt as though I could breathe again!

“Thank you, sir. Shirli makes me sound good.”

Zayde tilted his head to one side and stared at both of us. “No, I think you make each other sound good. You’re perfect together.”

My face was practically on fire. I wanted the floor to swallow me up. But I also knew that my grandfather was right. We were so right together—and maybe Zayde just meant as singing partners, but I was letting myself believe that maybe it was more than that.

“So, what do you say, Mr. Berman?” Ben asked after another long minute had passed. “Will you play something for us?”

Zayde stared at the two of us, and then said, “Shirli, bring me my violin.”

Still in a bit of a trance, I walked over to the buffet, picked up the violin case, and carried it over to Zayde. He stood up a bit shakily from his armchair, opened the clasps, and reached in to pull out the violin and the bow. Without saying a word, he placed the violin under his chin, raised the bow, and began to play. And the song that he played was the exact song that Ben and I had just sung—“Sunrise, Sunset.” His eyes were closed, and he swayed slightly from side to side as he drew the bow across the strings. The fingers of his left hand danced along the neck of the violin as the sweet sound filled the living room. He didn’t have any sheet music in front of him, and he played as if he had known this tune his whole life. I was breathless, practically shaking as the notes rose and fell. It was just like the last time I had heard him play, but even better, as if he had been practicing. Perhaps he had been.

I glanced over at Ben. His eyes were wide open and he was hanging on every note Zayde was playing.

Finally, the song ended, and Zayde lowered the violin. “So, what do you think?”

I was still at a loss for words.

“Thank you, sir,” Ben said at last. “Shirli said you were really good, but I didn’t think you’d be this good.”

Zayde nodded, and then bent to place the violin back in its case.

For the next half hour or so, Ben and my grandfather just talked. Ben asked a bunch of questions about life in eastern Europe before the war, and about the pogroms. He wanted to know about the villages like Anatevka in Fiddler—my grandfather called them “shtetls”—and Zayde told him about the Jewish men of that time: the kinds of work they did, how religious they were, what motivated them, and what they believed about family and responsibility. Ben listened thoughtfully, and asked more questions, and Zayde answered every one of them. I didn’t say much. I just sat back and watched the two of them and listened to their conversation.

I was still dumbstruck by everything that was unfolding in front of me: the way Zayde had played, the way Ben and I had sung, the easy conversation between these two. But it was even more than that. For the first time, I had to admit to myself that I liked Ben—liked him a lot. Any guy who could draw my grandfather out in the way that he had was someone worth going for. I’d been fighting the feeling, but I wasn’t sure I could anymore. Not that there was anything that I was going to do about it—at least not right now. We had our show to get through, and I didn’t want my feelings for Ben to complicate that. Besides, I might have been ready for a relationship with him, but I didn’t want to be his rebound. It was enough to admit it to myself; I’d keep my feelings under wraps until the time was right. Funny, I noticed that I wasn’t twisting my hair—which meant I obviously didn’t even feel nervous! It just felt right.

Zayde closed the violin case, which signaled to me that it was probably time for Ben and me to get going. I went over to my grandfather and threw my arms around him, squeezing tightly.

“You’re incredible, Zayde,” I whispered.

“There is still so much I have to tell you,” he replied, his voice muffled by my hair. Then he pulled back. “Will you come again? To hear more of my story? I think I’m ready to tell it.”

I nodded again, not trusting myself to speak.

“Thank you, sir,” Ben said, coming to stand next to me. “You’ve helped me more than you know.”

“It was a pleasure, Ben Morgan. You can come back any time you want.”

Zayde smiled and winked at me and I thought I was going to die. But before he could say another word, I remembered something else.

“Zayde, what are those things over there?” I pointed to the sealed boxes on the other side of the room. And just when I thought there was nothing more my grandfather could do to surprise me, he did it again.

“I started to go through your Bubbie’s things,” he said. “I boxed up some clothes of hers and called a secondhand store to come and get them. I think I’m ready for that, as well.”





CHAPTER NINETEEN

There was an air of semi-organized chaos about things. The musicians were practicing, the set-builders were hammering away, members of the ensemble were working on a song in the back of the auditorium, and Ben was up, center stage, with “our daughters” rehearsing a scene. The only thing missing was Ms. Ramsey. Practice was supposed to have started at 7:00 a.m., twenty minutes ago, and she wasn’t here. She was usually such a stickler for being on time herself, and she was likely to bite your head off if you were even a minute late.

Mr. Nevarez sat at his piano. He was working on one of his crossword puzzles, as stone-silent as ever. Sometimes it seemed as though he was only vaguely aware that we existed, so there didn’t seem to be any point in asking him questions about Ms. Ramsey’s absence, or thinking that he might lead the rehearsal until she got here.

Finally, Ben stepped up to take charge. I guess that was the quarterback part of his personality coming out! He got people moving in the right direction. Mindi helped him, making sure that the actors were going over their lines in groups and generally making it feel as though the rehearsal had started, even though our director was absent. I had to give Mindi full marks for that, even if giving orders was something she seemed to like to do. Okay, I was being a bit mean. She was actually polite and even helpful to her “sisters” as they rehearsed a scene.

I looked at my watch again.

“She probably slept in,” Natasha said.

“Probably.”

“There’s nothing to worry about.”

“I know.”

“But you’re still worried,” Natasha said.

“Unavoidable. You know me. Besides, we really can’t afford to lose any more time.”

“Yeah, but I’m sure Ms. Ramsey will just schedule an extra rehearsal to make up for it. Relax!”

I caught a glimpse of one of the doors at the back opening and I turned around, hoping to see Ms. Ramsey rushing down the aisle. Instead it was Mr. James, our principal. I knew he was always at school this early but he’d never been in to see us rehearse before. Maybe Ms. Ramsey had called him and asked him to step in and watch us until she arrived.

He came down the aisle slowly, nodding to people and exchanging a few words as he walked. That seemed friendly enough, but there was something about his expression that made me wonder. He seemed uneasy, which wasn’t his usual vibe.

“Could I please have your attention?” he asked, climbing the steps onto the stage.

Those who were close enough got quiet, but the people working backstage and the musicians who were still tuning up didn’t hear. He called out again, louder, and the noise finally settled down and stopped.

“Could everybody please come up here…come closer…I have to talk to you all.”

Natasha and I exchanged a worried look. This couldn’t be good. We got to our feet and moved toward the stage. I realized, judging from other people’s expressions, that we weren’t the only ones who were concerned.

“I want to start by telling all of you that Ms. Ramsey is going to be all right,” he said.

“Something happened to Ms. Ramsey?” Mohammed asked.

“Yes, she was in a car accident late last night,” Mr. James said.

Everyone started talking at once. Mr. James raised his hands to quiet us.

“But you said she’s going to be okay?” Mindi asked.

“She was badly hurt,” he said. “She suffered a broken arm, five fractured ribs, and a head injury, a concussion.”

That brought a collective gasp from the group. I’d never known anyone who was in a car accident before. All I knew was what I’d seen on television, and it never looked good. This was Ms. Ramsey—someone I knew personally. I couldn’t begin to imagine what she was going through. I shuddered and squeezed my eyes shut.

“I’ll have more details to share later today, but right now, this morning’s rehearsal is canceled.”

“Sir, would it be possible for the designers to stay and continue to work on the sets?” Ben asked.

Mr. James shook his head. “I think it’s best for everybody to just stop.”

“But we really need to wrap up construction, and the crew can do that without Ms. Ramsey here.” Ben was really pushing.

Mr. James let out a big sigh. “Ben…everybody…Ms. Ramsey’s injuries are severe. As I said, she’s going to be all right, she’s going to recover, but that recovery is going to take time.”

“How much time?” I asked.

Mr. James stared long and hard before replying. “It’s still early, but we have to be prepared for the fact that Ms. Ramsey might not be returning to school before the end of the year, and certainly not for at least a month.”

“But opening night is only five weeks away,” Natasha said. This came out of her like a whisper.

“This is hard for me to say. I know you’ve all put in so much work…”

There was complete silence in the auditorium as we felt the implication of this sink in. And then Ben asked the question that each one of us was thinking.

“Are you saying the play is being canceled?”

Mr. James nodded his head ever so slightly. There were gasps, followed by more stunned silence.

“I’m so sorry, but without Ms. Ramsey there might not be a way to continue.”

I couldn’t believe my ears. This couldn’t be possible.

“But what if we could find somebody else to be the director?” Mindi asked.

“There is nobody else. I can look…I can ask, but there was nobody else before the accident and there’s nobody now. I’m so sorry,” Mr. James said. “So sorry.”





CHAPTER TWENTY

It was quiet when I entered Zayde’s kitchen. But in the background, I could make out muted voices—two, one that was clearly my grandfather’s. At least he was okay. The other voice was vaguely familiar but I couldn’t quite place it.

I placed the groceries I was carrying on the counter, took off my coat, and walked toward the dining room, pausing in the doorway. Zayde was seated at the table, sipping tea. Across from him sat his new friend Amir. The two of them were engaged in an animated conversation and didn’t notice me at first.

This was the first time I’d seen my grandfather since I’d been over with Ben three days earlier. And Zayde still didn’t know that I had broken his trust by telling my parents all about his trip downtown to buy strings, and his fall in front of Amir’s grocery store. I was still feeling a bit guilty about spilling our secret, even though I did it for all the right reasons.

And what did I have to take my mind off that queasy feeling? Oh yeah, the other huge problem in my life. Was the play seriously going to be canceled? That couldn’t be real…Ms. Ramsey had to be fine. She’d walk back in tomorrow, her arm in a cast, a big bandage wrapped around her head, and the show would go on.

“Shirli?” Zayde lifted his head, spotting me in the doorway. “Why are you standing there? Come in.”

That startled me out of my miserable thoughts.

“You remember my friend, Amir.” I smiled and greeted Amir, who bowed slightly in my direction. “I wanted him to come over so that I could thank him properly for helping me out that day.”

“Your grandfather kindly invited me to tea. We have been having a lively conversation.”

“Did you know that Amir lost a nephew in 9/11? He was just a young man working for a financial company in the South Tower.”

I couldn’t imagine what to say to that.

Amir lowered his head. “A fine young man,” he said. “So many great possibilities ahead of him. And all gone.”

Zayde reached over and placed a hand on Amir’s shoulder. “I am so sorry for your loss. There are no words to express the horror.”

Amir lifted his head and looked at my grandfather. “It appears that we have both suffered many losses over the years.”

“We seem to understand each other very well.”

Amir nodded, and the two men sat in shared silence for a while, until Amir smiled and said, “And now it is time for me to leave.”

“Oh, please don’t rush out,” I said.

“No, I must. My daughter is watching the store, but I don’t like to leave her there alone for long periods. We have had some trouble in the past.” He turned to Zayde. “Thank you, Tobias. It has been a most pleasant afternoon.”

“We’ll do it again, Amir, better sooner than later.”

“Can we call a taxi for you?” I hadn’t seen a car parked in the driveway and I knew how far we were from Amir’s grocery store.

“No, it is only one bus ride from the corner. And I will enjoy the journey. But I thank you for the offer.”

Amir bowed to me again, and walked to the front door with Zayde. He pulled on his coat, shook hands with my grandfather, and left.

“That Amir is a fine man,” Zayde said as he returned to the dining room. “Who would have thought that we would become such fast friends?” He sighed and looked up at me.

“I brought your groceries,” I said.

Zayde looked at his watch. “I am glad you brought groceries, but why are you here so early? Shouldn’t you still be at rehearsal?”

I was going to tell him, but I didn’t really know what words to use.

“You brought more than my groceries, my dear granddaughter. You brought troubles. What’s wrong?”

I burst into tears.
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I took another sip from my glass of apple juice. Through the tears and gasps and questions and sips, I had told him all about the accident and the play being canceled.

“I’m so sorry,” Zayde said.

“So am I.”

“And there’s nobody else who can take the place of your teacher?” he asked.

“It doesn’t look like it, but Mr. James said he’d be willing to look at other options if something came up.”

“So, there is some hope.”

“Probably just false hope.”

Telling Zayde about everything had made it seem more real. Ms. Ramsey wasn’t coming back, in spite of my wishful fantasy. And Ben had spoken to the principal at lunch—he really liked Ben—but nothing had changed: there was still no staff member willing or able to come forward. No point hoping someone was going to turn up and ride to our rescue.

“All that work that you did, you and Ben Morgan and all the others,” he said.

“I guess it was all for nothing.”

“I would have liked to have seen you sing up on stage,” he said.

“You were going to come to the show? You were going to come and see me perform?”

“I was thinking, perhaps, it was not impossible,” he offered, and then he shrugged.

Somehow that made it even worse—and somehow a little bit better.

“You just have to believe that this will work itself out.”

“How?” I asked.

It was his turn to shake his head. “I don’t know. Sometimes bad things happen and we don’t know why they happen.”

“It’s just that I can’t think of anything worse than this,” I said.

My Zayde looked astonished, almost stunned, and I realized what I’d said. I felt my face get hot.

“I know it’s just a show,” I said. “I know it doesn’t compare to other things—things that have happened to Amir, and things that have happened to you and your family.”

He reached across the table and put his hands overtop of my hands. “That happened to our family.”

It was my family. Those people on the poster—his mother and father and brothers—were my family. Even further back, his grandmother and his mother, when she was a little girl, had lived through the Russian pogroms. And here I was upset because a play about that part of history had been canceled. They had lived through it—or not lived at all. My Zayde’s mother had fled the pogroms as a girl only to have to run for her life during the Holocaust. Where was the fairness in that? Where was the fairness in any of it?

“I am so grateful that for you the thing that is most distressing in your life is that the show will not happen. That is a blessing.”

“I know…I know. I feel bad for being so upset about it.”

“There’s no need. I understand. We all live in our place and time. So today, in this time and place, I need to know: did you bring me forty bananas?”

In spite of everything, a small smile crept up to the corners of my mouth. “I didn’t, but if you want I’ll go and get you a million bananas.”

“A million would be a waste. Let’s not waste anything more. Forty is what I need.”

“If I come back with more bananas, will you play the violin for me again?” I could see the case was nearby in its usual spot on the buffet. “Have you been practicing?”

“A little. Somehow it brings me comfort and distress all at once, to have it close. Does that make any sense?”

“I think it does. Would you play a little for me the next time I come?” I asked.

“If you come back with more bananas, and maybe sing for me, maybe I will play a little for you.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The five of us trudged up the steps of Morrison Memorial Hospital. I had told Natasha I was thinking of visiting Ms. Ramsey, but I was nervous—I wasn’t sure what kind of condition I’d find her in—so Tash had agreed to come for moral support. Then Tash told Mohammed, who told Mindi, who mentioned it to Ben, and now we were all visiting together. I didn’t even know if the hospital rules would allow that many of us in at the same time. I just needed to see my teacher and know that she was okay.

My father had offered to drive us, and Mindi’s mother was going to pick us up at the end. During the drive we’d all been pretty quiet. The first few days after the accident had felt like a kind of limbo. We were all worried about our teacher, and not quite believing that the show was really over.

Mindi was carrying a big bouquet of flowers that she had been clutching the whole way to the hospital. Leave it to Mindi to think about that. She was so proper, so full of manners. Then again, I had to admit that it was a nice gesture—I wished I had thought of it!

“We’ll just say they’re from all of us,” Mindi had said.

“Let us know what we owe you,” I replied.

But Mindi shook her head. “Oh, don’t even worry about it. It’s no big deal. What’s important is that they’ll brighten Ms. Ramsey’s day.”

We entered the hospital lobby and approached the information desk, where a tired-looking guy not much older than any of us was sitting in front of a computer screen. We waited for what felt like an age before he finally looked up.

“We’re here to see Ms. Ramsey,” I began. “She was admitted two days ago after a car accident.” Saying those words out loud was still so unreal.

“First name?” the guy said.

“I’m Shirli. Oh, wait, you didn’t mean that, did you?” My face was getting hot. What was Ms. Ramsey’s first name? Suddenly I just couldn’t come up with it.

“Evelyn,” Mindi said over my shoulder. “Her name is Evelyn Ramsey.”

It figured that Mindi would know. The guy behind the desk studied his computer screen again.

“East wing, seventh floor, room 732.” He glanced at the group of us, seemed about to say something, but then shrugged and pointed toward the elevator.

There was no one at the nurses’ station when we emerged onto the seventh floor. The nurses must have been busy with patients. After first heading in the wrong direction, we finally stood in front of room 732. And that’s when the panic hit me. What were we going to find behind that door? Would Ms. Ramsey be conscious? Able to talk? Able to recognize us? And would we recognize her? Mr. James had said that her injuries were severe. What did that mean? Without thinking, my hands found my hair and I began to wind it up and down, trying to calm myself.

“I get a little sick to my stomach in hospitals,” Mohammed said suddenly.

“You’re telling us this now?” Mindi exclaimed.

“I wanted to come. But maybe it was a mistake.”

“Just take a couple of deep breaths and you’ll be fine,” Ben replied.

“And stay close to the door,” Mindi added. “You can make a run for it, if you need to. But don’t make a scene.”

And then we all just stared at the door to Ms. Ramsey’s room until Tash finally asked, “Are we just going to stand here, or are we going in?”

At that, Ben stepped forward and tapped lightly on the door. A moment later, a soft voice replied, “Come in.”

Ms. Ramsey was lying on her hospital bed under a blue sheet and propped up with several pillows. One arm was bound in a thick white cast, and there were gauze bandages wrapped around her head. A bright-red cut descended from the outer corner of one eye to the bottom of her cheek. There was an IV line attached to her arm. Her face was ghostly white. Her eyes fluttered open as the five of us shuffled into the room and surrounded her bed.

“Oh, my goodness, I can’t believe you came here.” Her voice was weak—hard to believe it was the same voice that bellowed at us in rehearsals. From the distant look in her eyes I thought there had to be some pain medication dripping into her arm.

“We needed to see you,” I blurted. “We wanted to make sure you’re okay. Are you okay?” If I wasn’t careful, I was going to start crying, and I didn’t want to do that in front of Ms. Ramsey—or the group.

She nodded slowly and then winced. “I’m fine. Really, I am,” she added as she glanced at our faces. “I know this doesn’t look very good. But I’m so lucky. It could have been so much worse.”

“Here, we brought you these.” Mindi stepped forward to present the bouquet of flowers. “They’re from all of us.” And then she busied herself unwrapping them and placing them in an empty vase that she found on the windowsill. Finally, she stepped back and let Ms. Ramsey admire them.

“They’re beautiful! You really didn’t have to bring me anything.”

Mindi beamed, and once again, I wished I’d been the one to think of a gift.

“Mr. James told us it was a pretty bad accident,” Ben said.

“I just spun out on the highway—didn’t realize I’d driven over a patch of black ice from that unexpected storm. And then I hit a guardrail, and I don’t remember much after that. Luckily, there were no other cars around me. No one else was hurt.” She stopped and took a labored breath, as if all her energy had been used up with that explanation. Then she smiled faintly at our stricken faces. “Really, I’m going to be okay. The doctors have told me so.”

I exhaled. “Your arm…”

“Broken, along with a few other bones. It’s the headache that’s the worst part right now, though, even with the pain medication.” And then she quickly added, “But everything will heal in due course.”

I had to believe that what she was saying was true, even though it was hard to imagine when I looked at her. The gash on Ms. Ramsey’s face stood out like an angry brushstroke on a painting. I felt a surge of guilt. My worry had been about the play being canceled, when I should have been thinking about my teacher and how much pain she must be in.

“So, do you have any idea when you’ll be back at school?” This question came from Mohammed. Up until this point, he had hovered in the background, close to the door and partly hidden by Ben. Now, he stepped hesitantly forward.

Ms. Ramsey sighed. “I’m afraid I don’t. And that’s the part that I’m most upset about. I know Mr. James has explained all of this to you—I mean about the play.”

“It’s okay, Ms. Ramsey,” Mindi began. “The most important thing is for you to get better.”

Ms. Ramsey raised her hand—the one without the cast. “Let me finish. I wish there were a way for the show to go on. But with me here, and no one at school to step in…”

She didn’t have to say any more.

“We understand,” I said, gulping.

“Yeah,” Ben added. “We’ve tried to think of someone who could take over from you—”

“Not that anyone could really replace you,” Tash interrupted.

Ben frowned at her. “What I mean is, we’ve tried to find someone to step in, but it doesn’t look as if anyone can do it.”

“I’m so sorry,” Ms. Ramsey said.

“We are too,” I added. “But like Mindi said, the important thing is for you to heal and get out of here.”

“There’s always next year.” Mohammed added this and then stopped. Mindi and Ben would both be gone next year, off to high school. This was going to be their last show at our school. I felt sorry for Ben. And, for the first time, I felt kind of sorry for Mindi, too.

“I wish there was something I could do…” Ms. Ramsey said. And then she closed her eyes and we all just stood there, not sure what to do next. We waited for her to say something else but she didn’t, and her eyes remained closed.

I exchanged a glance with Ben and we both nodded toward the door. But before we could turn around, the door opened and a nurse entered the room. She stopped short, seeing all of us gathered around Ms. Ramsey.

“Did you not see the sign at the station? Two guests, max!”

“Sorry, we didn’t,” I said. “She’s our teacher. We just wanted to see her.”

That’s when Ms. Ramsey resurfaced. “These are my students.”

“They told me,” the nurse replied. “It’s nice that they came, but now it’s time to go.”

We said our goodbyes under the watchful eyes of the nurse, wished Ms. Ramsey a speedy recovery, and left her room.

As we were walking out the door of the hospital and down the steps to the street, Ben finally summed up what all of us were thinking.

“Well, I guess it’s really over.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

I went to see Zayde again a few days after our visit to Ms. Ramsey. When I got to his house, the first thing I noticed was that something was missing.

“Zayde! What happened to the boxes that were in your living room?”

“They’re gone,” he said.

“I can see that. But what did you do with them?”

“I found a store in the phone book called A Second Chance. It’s a great name, no? A Second Chance.” He repeated it while staring off into space. Then he looked back at me. “They give clothes to young women who have had hard times in their lives but are getting back on their feet. Your Bubbie would have liked that.”

I wondered what young woman would want to wear my Bubbie’s clothing, but I didn’t say anything. I was sure they’d help somebody.

“How did it feel, letting go of her things?”

“Good,” he said with no hesitation. “Sometimes letting go is the best thing you can do. It’s taken me a long time to begin to understand that.”

We were in the kitchen, and I was busy putting away Zayde’s groceries and making tea for the two of us.

“I don’t think I ever really thanked you for letting my friend Ben come over last week. He really loved talking to you.” I placed a cup of tea in front of Zayde and sat down across from him.

He smiled up at me. “He’s a nice boy, that Ben Morgan.” I felt my face grow warm under Zayde’s gaze. “And I think perhaps you would like him to be more than just a friend?”

I looked away.

“You know you can’t fool your Zayde.”

The warmth in my face became an instant heat wave. “It doesn’t matter, Zayde. Ben doesn’t see me that way.”

“What, is he blind?”

“Zayde…” It was probably a rule that grandfathers had to think their granddaughters were pretty. “What I mean is, we have fun talking, and it was great rehearsing with him. But now that the play is off, I hardly see him.”

That part was true. Since visiting Ms. Ramsey in the hospital, I had bumped into Ben only once in the hallway. And he had been walking side by side with Mindi, which made me stop in my tracks. I didn’t know what to think. Maybe they had decided to start seeing each other. Or maybe they were just walking to class together. At any rate, the three of us stopped in the middle of the hall. I had a quick, awkward conversation with Ben while Mindi just stood there saying nothing and looking a bit smug—at least I thought that was how she looked. And then we moved on.

“I don’t think anything was there for Ben,” I told my grandfather.

“But something is there for you?”

I nodded. “But what’s the point if I never see him?” I shook my head. “Anyway, you have to promise not to say anything if you ever meet him again—not that that’s likely to happen. But promise me, Zayde.”

“Me? I’m like a steel trap.” He mimed locking his mouth with a key. “So, now I’m keeping a little secret for you.”

I hoped my face didn’t reveal the guilt I was feeling. I hadn’t done a very good job of keeping his secrets.

“You and Ben Morgan sounded so beautiful when you were singing together.”

“Thanks. I loved being able to perform for you.”

Now Zayde leaned forward, staring intently. “Do you understand why listening to music has been so hard for me?”

I nodded. “I think so. I mean, I’m trying to understand it. I know that it reminds you of your family and what happened to them.”

“Yes, but there’s so much more, Shirli.” He hesitated. “I said before that letting go is the best thing you can do. I think…I think maybe I need to let go of some things I’ve been carrying around for too long. I want to tell you more about what happened to me in the concentration camp—in Auschwitz. Do you want to hear it?”

I knew, as soon as those words were out of Zayde’s mouth, that we were heading down a path from which there could be no turning back. Was I really ready to hear this part of Zayde’s story? I nodded, and watched as he brought his hands together in front of his mouth as if in prayer. He closed his eyes, then opened them and looked at me.

“You don’t have to tell me if it’s too hard,” I said.

“It’s more than that. I feel as though I have to tell you. I need to tell you what happened…if that’s all right?”

“Yes, Zayde. I want to hear.”

He took a deep breath and then began to speak.

“I told you about getting off that train, yes?”

“That’s where you stopped.”

He nodded. “As soon as we got off of the train in that terrible place, the guards had us line up in rows. We were marched in front of an officer who wore a cap on his head with a skull and crossbones on the front of it. I couldn’t take my eyes off that crest. In German, they called it Totenkopf, death’s head—such a fitting name. The officer looked us up and down and then waved his hand like this.” Zayde moved his hand first to one side and then to the other. “He was ordering us to go either to the left or to the right. My mother was sent to the left. My father, brothers, and I went right. We didn’t know it at the time, but going left meant going instantly to your death—the gas chamber.” Zayde squeezed his eyes shut once more.

Of course, I knew what the gas chambers in Auschwitz and other death camps were. Over those years, millions of people were locked into concrete rooms and deadly gas was dropped in through openings in the ceiling. It was horrifying to imagine people dying like that.

When Zayde opened his eyes I could see that there were tears already gathering in the corners. He wiped them away before continuing.

“I was still carrying my violin—that same violin that is sitting in the dining room, holding it against my chest as if it were life itself. Another officer saw it and stopped me. He asked if I played, and I nodded. So, he told me that my ‘job’ was going to be playing in the orchestra. My father and brothers were sent on without me, I didn’t know where. And I was very scared, but I was also just a little bit relieved—happy, even. I thought this must be a decent place if there was music here. But I quickly learned how wrong I was. The Auschwitz Orchestra. Do you have any idea what we did, Shirli?”

“No,” I whispered.

“At first, we played to accompany the prisoners to and from work. The guards demanded we play music that would keep the prisoners marching.” Zayde tapped on the table to simulate a drumbeat. “We had to play in a quick tempo like this, to keep everyone walking fast, even though I could see that most of these poor souls had barely enough strength to place one foot in front of the other. We played like this for weeks. I still didn’t know where my father and brothers had been sent. I was in a barrack with the other musicians. My father and brothers would have been better than any of them, and I tried to explain that to the commander who ran the orchestra but he wouldn’t listen to me.

“Every day, I hoped I would see my family members walk past me. Once I actually saw my oldest brother, Aaron. I barely recognized him. In a matter of weeks, he had become a living skeleton—so thin, so weak. I was able to catch his eye and I raised my eyebrows as if to ask about our father and our brother Leo. But Aaron just shook his head and marched on. I knew immediately that my father and my brother were gone, along with my mother.”

The tears were now flowing freely down Zayde’s face. I reached out and grabbed his arm. I didn’t want my grandfather to suffer through the telling of this painful story. He had suffered enough by having to live through it.

He placed his hand over mine and continued. “Eventually, we were told that the orchestra had a new job. We were to play every day on that same ramp where my family and I had first arrived. We were meant to welcome the new arrivals to Auschwitz when, in fact, all we were doing was accompanying them to their death. Some of the Jews waved to us as they walked by. I could see the looks on their faces. They were thinking what I had thought when I was told to play in the orchestra. How bad could it be here if there was music? I had to close my eyes so I wouldn’t see their faces. Seeing the children walk by was worse than anything else.” Zayde’s voice caught in his throat. “Beautiful little faces, unsuspecting. So many innocent lives…”

Zayde was sweating, and so was I. I tightened my grip on his arm.

“And I knew what they didn’t know. Those sent to the left were already dead. I was watching the dead walking by, playing music for them.”

I could feel my chest constrict; it was hard to get air. Zayde’s expression was so full of pain, so full of suffering.

“Zayde,” I began, “you really don’t have to go on. We could stop, you could take a break and—”

He held his hand up to stop me. “If I don’t finish now, I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to,” he said. I continued to grip his arm, trying to pass some strength from my body into his. Finally, he began to talk once more.

“There was a man in the orchestra. His name was Josef and he played the clarinet, just like my father had. He became my friend, and we tried to help each other as much as possible—sharing a piece of bread or picking the lice off of each other’s heads. It meant so much to have someone there to rely on. If one of us was down, the other could help. In this way we tried to keep our spirits up. Josef was there for me when I discovered that Aaron had been shot while he was on a work detail. I was all alone now, except for this one friend.

“Josef had come from a village close to mine. His wife and son were in hiding, he told me. He had one picture of them that he had managed to keep when he came into the camp. He had concealed it in the lining of his clarinet case. He would pull it out every night, show it to me, and pray that his family would remain safe. One day, we were on the ramp playing for the new group of Jews who were arriving on the train. Josef was next to me, as he always was. Suddenly he just stopped playing. When I looked over at him, he was staring at the train. His mouth was open and he had gone completely white. I thought he had become sick and I was about to say something. But then he cried out. And when I followed his gaze, I could see what he was staring at. His wife and son were getting off the train. I recognized them instantly from the photo. We watched as they were both waved to the left. Josef didn’t say a word. But do you know what he did?”

I shook my head numbly.

“He put down his clarinet, placed it on the ground. And then he stepped out of the orchestra and walked across the ramp.” Zayde looked deeply into my eyes. “Josef followed his wife and son to the gas chamber.”

I lowered my head onto the kitchen table and wept. I cried for all my relatives who had been killed. I cried for this poor man, Josef, whom I didn’t know but whose story had affected me so deeply. I cried for my grandfather who had lived through this hell and yet survived to be this loving, kind man.

Zayde didn’t try to stop me. He just let me cry. Finally, I raised my head.

“There were so many times after that when I was tempted to do what Josef had done—to put down my instrument and walk to my death. But I didn’t, though I don’t know why. And somehow, I managed to survive until the end of the war when Auschwitz was liberated. I was alive, even though my family—our family—was gone. I had watched so many people go to the gas chamber. And it was all to the sound of my violin. That’s what music meant to me by the end of the war—a soundtrack of death. Do you understand, Shirli? Do you understand now why it’s been impossible for me to be anywhere near music all these years?”

I nodded, still unable to speak.

“I was broken, the way the strings of my violin were broken. And it’s been that way up until now. I had forgotten that music could be joyful. You and Ben Morgan reminded me of that when you sang for me. And I’m grateful.”

I continued to sit with Zayde at the kitchen table for a long time. The only sound was the steady ticking of the clock on the wall. Neither of us spoke; there was nothing more to say. I just needed to be close to him, and I sensed that he wanted me close by as well.

Finally, I knew it was time to go. As I was getting my coat on I told him about the visit to see Ms. Ramsey in the hospital.

“She’s going to be okay, but she’s not going to be back at school for a long time,” I said.

“So it’s over for good? The play?”

“It’s over for good.”

Zayde sighed. “Maybe next year.”

It was such a long way away, and who knew what might happen between now and then?

“Sure,” I replied. “Maybe next year.” I hugged Zayde for a long time. “Are you going to be okay now?” I finally asked. “I mean, after everything you talked about?”

“I’m going to be fine,” he said. “But listen to me, Shirli. I want to tell you one more thing.”

What more?

“Don’t give up on your friend Ben Morgan. You have to keep fighting for what you want. Promise me that.”

I smiled and nodded. “I’ll call you later tonight,” I said before walking out the door.





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

I barely slept that night. My brain raced over the story Zayde had told me, again and again. I was reliving all the terrible moments, the sickening details, almost as if I had been there myself. When morning came, my head felt so thick and heavy I could barely lift it.

At breakfast I didn’t say a word. Thankfully, my parents didn’t ask me anything. I knew I couldn’t tell them what Zayde had revealed to me. I would tell them things that affected Zayde’s safety or his health, but nothing more. If he wanted to tell my parents about his life history—or didn’t want to tell them—that was his decision.

It was a relief to get out of the house and get to school, where I knew my friends would distract me.

At lunch, Natasha reached over and took another couple of french fries from my plate and popped them in her mouth. She’d already eaten all of her fries and most of mine.

“I can’t believe how much you can eat,” I said.

“I can’t believe the play is really over,” she replied

“Yeah, that one still doesn’t seem real.”

“But we have to look on the bright side, right?” she said.

“Are you kidding me?”

“No, really, think about it. We have more time free, there’s less pressure, and now there’s a zero percent possibility of me screwing up in front of hundreds of people.”

“You were going to do fine. All of us were. It was really going to be something special.”

“Are you talking about the play, now, or your relationship with Ben?”

“First off, it’s my friendship with Ben. And we haven’t talked in days.”

“Oh, I can fix that,” Natasha said. And before I could stop her, she jumped to her feet. “Ben!” she yelled.

I looked at where she was staring. Ben—along with a bunch of his football friends—was walking across the cafeteria. He waved and smiled. I gave a little wave back. He turned to his friends and said something. I imagined it was something like, “Can you believe they think we’re still friends now that the play is over?”

He gave one of his friends a poke in the shoulder and then came walking in our direction.

“You’re welcome,” Tash said as she grabbed a couple more of my fries.

“Hey, Tash. And Golde, how are you handling our separation?”

“It’s been tough, but Tash has been helping to get me through it,” I said.

Ben put his tray on the table and sat down beside me. Tash reached over and took one of his fries.

He held out the plate to me. “Would you like a few?”

I took a couple. “I should fill up on yours since Tash has eaten most of mine. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. So, seriously, how are you doing since rehearsals stopped? Are you experiencing some serious withdrawal?”

I shrugged. “I’m okay, I guess. And you?”

“I’ve still got that stupid fiddler playing in my head all night long and keeping me awake.”

“That would be annoying,” I agreed.

“Do you think there’s any chance your Zayde would come over and play me a lullaby, instead?” Ben asked.

“No fair!” Tash said. “I’ve been friends with Shirli longer than you, and I’ve never heard him play!”

“Ben’s actually the only one he’s played for, aside from me,” I pointed out. “He hasn’t even played for my parents.”

“Really?” Ben asked. I nodded. “What I can’t get over is how he just played without music or anything.”

“He told me he just has to hear a song once and he can play it,” I explained.

“He should really be playing for lots of people,” Ben said.

“He did,” I said. “I guess that’s the problem.”

“What? Does he get stage fright?” Ben asked.

I wanted to tell them but I didn’t know if I should.

“Come on, Shirl, I get the feeling there’s a story here. Tell us!” Tash said.

Would that be betraying him? It was all weighing so heavily on me, Zayde’s story. I hadn’t been able to think of anything else.

“Only if you want to,” Ben said.

The decision not to tell my parents had been easy. But telling my friends? Tash was someone I had turned to with all of my worries. And Ben…well, he was someone I trusted.

“If you tell us, you know it won’t go any further,” Tash said.

“Yeah, what happens at this table stays at this table,” Ben added.

“Seriously, you can’t tell anyone,” I said, suddenly lowering my voice. “Not my parents, and especially not my Zayde.” I stared hard at Ben, since he had a slightly tarnished record where secrets were concerned.

“Promise,” Tash said.

“Me too. You have my word.”

I took a deep breath. I had to get this out. “You already know some of my grandfather’s history.”

“It’s pretty terrible the things he went through,” Tash said.

“It’s hard to get your head around that much evil being in the world,” Ben added.

“You know his family all died. My family died,” I said.

They both nodded solemnly.

“After his family was captured, they were shipped to a concentration camp.”

“Shipped? You make it sound like they were loaded onto a UPS truck,” Tash said, and I could see from her expression that she instantly regretted it. “I’m sorry…I didn’t mean to make a bad joke about something that terrible.”

“I know you didn’t. Sometimes making a joke is just a way of trying to make it less real.” I reached over and gave her hand a gentle pat. “Zayde and his family were packed onto a train, in a cattle car with tons of other Jews, and sent to the camps—sent to Auschwitz.”

“It’s beyond what you think people could ever do to other people,” Ben said.

“Yes, exactly.” I nodded.

“I think I felt something like that on 9/11,” Ben said. “Not on the same scale, of course.”

The image of the towers falling filled my head. Would those images ever leave my mind? How could Zayde ever put the images he’d seen behind him?

“Auschwitz,” Ben repeated. “It was the worst place, where the largest number of people were killed. I started doing some reading after talking to your grandfather. I needed to know more.”

“It was the largest mass murder site in history,” I said.

“But didn’t everybody who went there die?” Tash asked

“Over a million people,” Ben said.

“But others were used as forced labor. They didn’t die right away,” I explained. “My Zayde was one of the lucky ones who lived. It was because of his violin.”

“His violin saved him?” Ben asked.

“The one you saw, the one you heard him play. He brought it with him to the concentration camp. Because of his violin he became part of an orchestra.” I felt my chest suddenly tighten—the same feeling I’d had when Zayde had told me all of this. I wasn’t sure if I could go on. I also didn’t know if I could stop. I took a deep breath.

“There was an orchestra in Auschwitz?” Tash asked.

And then I just told them the whole story—everything that Zayde had told me. I kept talking, the words just spilling out. And finally I told them about Josef, who had just put down his clarinet and walked to his death with his wife and son.

Natasha started to cry, and Ben looked close to tears. I realized that in trying to lighten the load of this story from my own shoulders I’d put some of the weight of it on them.

“I shouldn’t have told you,” I finally said.

“I’m glad you did,” Ben said. “Your grandfather, your Zayde, is that why he didn’t want to play music ever again, because it reminded him of all of that?”

“Yes, that’s what he said. He felt that somehow his music was the soundtrack for all of that death.”

“What he did…well…how could anybody be brave enough and strong enough to survive?”

“I don’t think I could ever be that strong,” I replied.

“And now he’s brave enough to pick up that violin again,” Ben said.

“And after so many years,” Tash said. “Why now?”

“He told me that it was because of me and Ben,” I said.

“Us?”

“He said when we sang it reminded him of the joy of music.”

Ben’s eyes were as wide as two saucers. “Shirli, thank you,” he finally said. “Thank you for trusting us enough to tell us. And it all stays at this table, right, Natasha?”

She looked as though she wanted to speak, but no words came out. Finally, she just nodded.

“Would you ask your Zayde if I can go over and see him again?” Ben said.

“You know you can’t let on that I told you any of this,” I cautioned.

“Of course not. I just like talking to him.”

The bell went. It was loud and long and jarring. All around us people started gathering up their things and heading toward classes. The three of us got up as well, but instead of leaving we just stood there. It was as if none of us wanted to be the first to go, or even knew how to leave.

“I can’t afford to be late for my next class,” Ben said, finally breaking the silence.

“Yeah, we’d better get moving,” I said.

But we didn’t. We all stood there.

Finally, Ben reached out and wrapped an arm around me and an arm around Tash. We stood there in a group hug as people all around us filed out.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

A couple of days later, the entire Fiddler cast and crew were called to a meeting in the auditorium. Everyone was shuffling in—the actors, the set people, the musicians. Even the ever-silent Mr. Nevarez was present, although instead of sitting at his piano he took a seat at the back of the auditorium. The only person missing was Ms. Ramsey, and I knew she wasn’t coming.

It was comforting and disturbing to be all together again like that, sort of like a high school reunion for a class that graduated four days ago. Okay, graduated was wrong. We were a class that failed. We hadn’t finished our big final assignment.

“How long are we going to have to wait?” Natasha asked.

Ben looked at his phone. “It’s just 3:38 so he’s only a few minutes late. I’m sure he’ll be here soon.”

He was our principal, Mr. James, who had called this meeting.

“I think the more important question is, why does he want to meet with us?” Mohammed said.

“I think it’s to formally announce that the play has been canceled.” Mindi had joined the conversation.

“I thought he basically did that when he told us about Ms. Ramsey,” I said.

“No,” Ben said. “He hasn’t stopped looking for someone to save the day. He told me.”

“And you think he found someone?” I asked.

Ben shook his head. “I don’t think we should get our hopes up. But at least he’s been trying. I know he’s upset about this.”

“Not as upset as we are,” Mindi said. “Do you think there’s any chance he’d let us run the play ourselves?”

“I already asked. He said we need to have a staff coordinator and adult supervision at all times,” Ben answered.

“What about him?” I gestured toward Mr. Nevarez.

“Mr. James asked him if he would take over, but he said the only thing he could do was play the piano. Nothing more.”

“Probably for the best,” Mindi said. “I can’t see him as a director.”

“I just can’t believe that not one teacher in the whole school would step up,” Tash said.

“Well, to be fair, we need more than just any old teacher agreeing to come out and babysit us. There’s a lot of skill and work involved. It almost wore out Ms. Ramsey. I mean, it’s not like the math teacher or the football coach could just jump in and do it,” I said.

“Although it would be interesting to have Coach Morrison step in. I can hear him yelling, ‘Those harmonies are pitchy! And you call those jazz squares? Everybody drop, and give me twenty push-ups!’ ” Tash kidded.

Suddenly the back door opened and Mr. James walked in. The conversations in the room died instantly. It was so silent that we could hear his footfalls as he walked down the aisle. I tried to read his expression to see if I could figure out the message in advance. He looked grim. But then again, he always looked grim.

He stopped at the front of the stage. “Sorry to keep you all waiting,” he began. “I know you must be wondering why I called this meeting.”

There was a nodding of heads and mumbling of responses.

“I know how difficult this has been on all of you,” he continued. “To work so hard on something you love and to have things put on hold must have been painful.”

“Did he say ‘put on hold’?” Natasha whispered to me. “Do you think that means something?”

I shook my head. That was just wishful thinking.

“I realize that what hurt the most was how close you were to having things ready to go,” Mr. James continued. “From what Ben has told me in our discussions, you were probably 65 to 70 percent done.”

“The sets are 95 percent finished,” said Kevin, the head of the stage crew.

“Well, the closer you are to the finish line, the harder it is for everybody to have it canceled.”

There was that word. That’s what this was about. I just wanted him to say it—put us out of our misery. Give the bandage one good rip.

Mr. James looked down at his watch. Did he have some place he had to be? Or was he just stalling because he was nervous about breaking the bad news? Wasn’t that a whole big part of his job description?

“The play’s run was scheduled to be from April 23 through to April 27,” he said.

“If we delayed it to the end of May, would that allow Ms. Ramsey enough time to come back?” Ben asked.

“I’m afraid not,” Mr. James said. “And pushing it further into May interferes with other school activities. Besides, Ms. Ramsey’s injuries are severe enough that it has been determined she will be on medical leave until partway through the fall semester. Obviously, by then many of you will have already graduated.”

He looked at his watch again and then glanced to the back door.

“As you all know,” he continued, “our spring play has been one of the hallmark events of our school over the past twenty years. Some people have even come to this school just to be part of it.”

I knew it was one of the reasons I had chosen to attend here.

“To try to fulfill our commitment, I spoke—more than once—to every teacher in the school. I’m afraid no one has both time available and the kind of skills that would qualify them to take on the responsibilities of a director,” he said.

Okay, now he was getting down to it.

“And on that list of people who aren’t qualified, my name is at the top…or you might say the bottom,” he said. He looked at his watch again. “Which makes this perhaps my most surprising announcement ever. Please say hello to your new staff coordinator for the play…me.”

“You?” I blurted this out loud and then clapped my hand over my mouth. But judging from the looks around the room, I wasn’t alone in my shock.

“Does this mean the play is back on?” Ben asked.

“Yes, it does!”

There was a moment of stunned silence, and then the crowd erupted into cheers and hugs and chatter.

Mr. James allowed the celebration to go on for a few more seconds before raising his hands to quiet everybody down.

“But there will have to be some changes,” he continued. “For one, the opening night has been pushed back. We’ll start on April 30.”

“That makes sense. It’ll give us about four weeks, and we’re going to need the time,” Mindi said, and there was a chorus of agreement and nodding of heads.

“We’ll still have five nights of performances with the final show on Saturday, May 4.”

“That’s five more than we would have had without your help. I think I speak for everyone here when I say, thank you so much!” Ben exclaimed.

“I have a question,” Mindi said.

“I’m sure there are going to be many questions. Go ahead, Mindi.”

“It’s just, and I don’t mean any offense, but how are you going to direct us when you don’t have any experience?”

Mr. James paused and then shook his head. “Oh, I’m not going to direct you. I’m simply the staff liaison. It couldn’t take place without a staff member being technically in charge. Your director is somebody from outside the school. His musical background is somewhat, well, different from the formal training of Ms. Ramsey.”

I had a strange thought—had my father actually decided he was going to give it a try?

“I was hoping to be able to introduce him to you but apparently he’s been delayed, and you might not meet him until practice tomorrow morning.”

My eye caught some movement and I turned toward the door. A man wearing a suit and a hat walked in and—

“Shirli, isn’t that your grandfather?” Ben asked.

He’d said it at the same instant my brain had clicked into it. My mind was instantly filled with worry. Had something happened to my parents? Had Zayde come to tell me that? Had he—?

“And with perfect timing,” Mr. James said, “can we please have a round of applause for your new director!”





CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

There was a pounding in my ears, like a dizzying head rush. Had Mr. James really just said that Zayde was going to be the new director of Fiddler? My Zayde? The man who, for my entire life, had never listened to the radio or played a CD or even sat in a theater? The man who had just confessed to me the awful reason why music was so deeply painful to him? Was this the person who was suddenly going to step in and immerse himself in our musical production? I couldn’t get my spinning head around it. The whole thing was bizarre and baffling and, well, just plain crazy. And what was more, I didn’t like it one bit!

I reached out and grabbed the back of the seat in front of me, trying to steady myself. Meanwhile, all around the auditorium my cast mates were staring in wonder and some confusion at the small, elderly man wearing a visitor’s badge who was now walking down the aisle, a big grin creasing his face. He adjusted his tie and removed his fedora as he approached our group.

Mr. James cleared his throat. “I would like to introduce to you your new director, Mr. Tobias Berman.”

The applause started slowly and hesitantly. It was certainly not an overwhelming ovation, but it was polite and respectful enough. The only person clapping really enthusiastically was Ben. He was whooping and cheering as if he had just won the football championship. Other cast mates were staring at him, murmuring, clearly confused by his reaction.

At first I could hardly make out what anyone was whispering. All I could hear was the sound of blood rushing in my ears. My face was burning.

Zayde had reached the front of the auditorium and was shaking hands with Mr. James. “The taxi driver—a lovely man, but he had no idea where he was going. And I couldn’t help him. It’s a wonder we found our way here.”

Mr. James laughed. “I’m glad you made it. I was just letting the students know that you have kindly and generously offered to direct the production,” he said. “Your arrival was timed perfectly.” Then he turned once more to the group of us. “Mr. Berman is Shirli’s grandfather. Most of you probably don’t know that.”

My face, which was already burning, now reached inferno temperatures. Sweat was gathering at the back of my neck and creeping across my forehead. I wanted to say something—welcome my grandfather, put him at ease, tell him how proud I was to have him here—anything! But all I could do was stand there with one of those fake smiles planted on my face, the kind where you’re grinning on the outside, but inside your stomach is churning and you wish the floor would open up and swallow you whole.

Zayde stared at me and a flicker of worry clouded his eyes. He hesitated a moment, as if he realized something was wrong. I could fool other people but Zayde knew me very well. And then, he just stood there, awkwardly moving his hat from one hand to the other. Mr. James looked as if he was going to say something else. But before he could, Ben stepped to the front of the auditorium.

“Mr. Berman,” he exclaimed, grabbing Zayde’s hand and pumping it up and down. “It’s so great to have you here.”

“Ben Morgan. It’s good to see you again,” Zayde replied. “I bet you didn’t think it would be me to walk through those doors.”

Ben laughed out loud before turning to the rest of the cast. “You don’t know this man yet,” he said, “but I can tell you that he’s a great musician.”

And that’s all it took for the entire cast and crew to rush forward and surround my grandfather. Everyone was asking questions all at once.

“How well do you know Fiddler?”

“Have you ever directed anything before?”

“Can you sing?”

“Can you dance?”

“Do you play an instrument?”

The questions tumbled over one another like water over a ledge. I hung back, still struggling with my reaction to seeing my grandfather here, and still confused by how conflicted I felt about his presence. Zayde looked a bit dazed and overwhelmed until Mr. James finally silenced everyone by raising his hand.

“I’m sure Mr. Berman will be happy to answer your questions. But first things first. Why don’t you tell him your names and what you’re doing in the show.”

Zayde nodded and, one by one, the cast and crew stepped forward to introduce themselves. I stiffened when Mindi held out her hand to shake Zayde’s. Had I told him that we were rivals? I couldn’t remember. My grandfather was known for not having a filter, and I was terrified that he’d say something. But he just smiled at her.

When it was Mohammed’s turn, I got a bit anxious again.

“What was your name?” Zayde asked, narrowing his eyes and cupping one hand behind his ear.

“Mohammed, sir. I’m playing Perchik, your real granddaughter’s stage son-in-law.” Mohammed was grinning like a kid with an ice cream cone—although I had a feeling that his smile was more nervous than natural.

Zayde hesitated a moment, and I had a terrible thought—was he going to say something inappropriate about a guy named Mohammed playing a Jew? My hands found my hair and started to wind. But Zayde just nodded and muttered, “Interesting.” Then he moved on to the next person. Thank goodness!

When he had finished meeting the entire cast and crew, he stood back and faced everyone.

“It will take me some time to learn all of your names. At my age, I’m afraid the names come and go. But thank you for such a warm welcome.”

Was it my imagination, or did Zayde stare right at me when he said that last part?

“You’ve asked many questions about my background and about how well I know this musical. Well, the truth is I just read the play for the first time a few weeks ago.”

A murmur passed through the auditorium. Zayde smiled.

“Yes, that’s right, only a few weeks ago. But I will tell you something that’s more important than knowing this play. I feel this play—here, in my heart,” he said, tapping his chest with one hand. “I know these characters. I understand them. I could tell you more, but this isn’t about words, it’s about music. Is there a violin I can borrow?”

Our Fiddler, Thomas, rushed away, grabbed his violin case, and returned to hand it to Zayde.

“Thank you for allowing me to play your instrument.”

“It’s really the school’s.”

“Still, it is in your care. Thank you.”

Zayde sat down, slowly opened the case, and removed the violin and bow. He ran his fingers along the strings and then inspected the bow. Everybody stood in silence, watching, waiting, as he examined the instrument, running his hand along the side, plucking the strings. He raised it to his chin. Then he took the bow and drew it across the strings, pausing a moment to tune a couple of them. Finally, he took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and began to play the opening song from Fiddler. It was as if he had been practicing it for months. His body swayed back and forth and he seemed lost in the music as his fingers flew across the strings.

There were a few seconds of silence, and then everybody started cheering and clapping. My hands hung by my side.

Tash leaned over to whisper in my ear. “What’s wrong? Isn’t it good that your grandfather’s here to help.”

I smiled weakly. How could I explain my lack of enthusiasm to her? I was still trying to understand it myself.

Finally, Zayde lowered the violin, opened his eyes, faced the cast, and said, “I think it is time to get started.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

It was quiet in the hallway of the school as I sat with Zayde after the rehearsal. Everyone else had already left, except for the security guard who paced at the other end of the hall, checking now and then to see if Zayde and I were still there. We’d called for a cab so that I could accompany my grandfather back to his home, and now we were watching for it through the window next to the school’s front door.

My head was still buzzing from everything that had happened in the last few hours—Zayde walking into the auditorium, the announcement that he was our new director. It was still too much to take in. I had to admit, though, that the first rehearsal under my grandfather had gone remarkably well. He had worked through the opening few scenes with the cast, listening closely to each voice and offering some pretty good feedback about how to adjust the tone and volume here and there to make the numbers sound even better. He’d even made Mr. Nevarez smile a couple of times. Still, I couldn’t bring myself to say that I was completely glad he had swooped in to rescue our production.

Zayde was the one to break the deafening silence. “Have I made you angry by doing this, Shirli?”

I sighed heavily. “No, Zayde. You could never make me angry. It’s just that I’m so confused. I mean, up until a few days ago, the best you could offer was ‘It’s not impossible’ that you would even see me in this play. And now you’re my director?”

“But I thought this would make you happy. You wanted the play to go on, didn’t you?”

“Of course I did. And I am happy. But I also feel a bit…ambushed.”

“What does this mean?”

“Ambushed. It’s when something happens—like an attack—that you didn’t expect.”

Zayde’s eyes widened. “An attack?”

“I don’t mean that you attacked me!” This conversation was getting worse by the minute. “I just didn’t see it coming, that’s all.”

Zayde shook his head. “I’ve done everything wrong, haven’t I?”

I could have cried. “No! You haven’t. You’ve just got to give me a bit of time to sit with this. I’ll adjust. I promise.” Silence filled the hallway once more. And then I asked, “Why didn’t you tell me that you wanted to do this?”

“You were so upset the last time you visited, when you told me the play was over. I thought this would be a surprise,” Zayde replied feebly. “A good surprise.”

Didn’t he know how much I hated surprises? Almost as much as I hated secrets!

“Besides, I didn’t want to risk disappointing you if I found I just couldn’t do it after all.” He paused. “I wasn’t late because of the taxi driver. He got me here early. I stood outside the school, wondering if I could walk through the door, wondering if I could do this thing, to direct the play.”

I took another deep breath. “I think I get it,” I said. “It’s like wanting to go by yourself to buy the violin strings.”

“You do understand me,” he said, smiling.

So…what was it that was making me uncomfortable? I was so happy that the play was back on, and that Ben and I were going to be working together again. What was my problem? And then it came to me.

Somehow, Zayde’s presence at school felt like a kind of betrayal. When he had taken his first steps back toward music, he had shared that with only me…well, me and Ben. I was the one he had opened up to, though, no one else, not even my parents. And now he was suddenly showing that side of himself to everyone at my school. He had played for all of them. Maybe I was jealous, I thought with a start. I was going to have to share Zayde and the special relationship we had with everyone in the cast.

Even as I thought that, I knew how ridiculous it was. No matter what happened, he was still my Zayde. He wasn’t some snack that I would have to divide up among my friends, the way I did when I was a kid.

“So, Zayde,” I said, “how are you going to get to school and back for rehearsals?” I had a mental image of arriving at Zayde’s at the crack of dawn and then getting on a bus with him. That wasn’t going to happen. “And don’t tell me that you plan to walk, or take a bus alone, because that’s impossible!”

“Your principal—that nice Mr. James—he said he’d arrange a taxi for me every time. You don’t have to worry about that. And I’ll be very careful.”

No one had ever used the words “nice” and “Mr. James” in the same sentence before. It nearly made me laugh out loud.

“But what about the strain of all of this? It’s going to be a lot of hours for you, especially as we get closer to opening.”

At that Zayde turned to face me. “Shirli, my darling granddaughter, don’t you realize how young this makes me feel? Since your Bubbie died, I sit in my house day after day with nothing but my television—and the hope that you or your parents or your brother will visit. Today I felt useful for the first time in a long time.”

I was being such an idiot! And totally selfish. I’d been making this all about me. I took another deep breath.

“I get it, Zayde,” I said as the cab pulled into the driveway of the school. “And I’m sorry I made you feel bad when all you’re trying to do is help us. I’m really grateful for that. But here’s the deal,” I added as I turned to him. “I need to tell Mom and Dad about all of this. I’m not going to keep any more secrets from them.” Zayde didn’t know that I had already told them about his fall. But at this point it was important to lay all the cards on the table.

Zayde nodded slowly. “I knew this was too big to keep a secret. So it won’t be one. Yes, it’s important to tell them everything.”

“Everything?” I asked.

He nodded. “Yes, everything.”

“And no more surprises, Zayde,” I added as I opened the door of the cab for him. “Please!”

At that, he finally smiled. “That’s a deal.”
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My parents were surprised but remarkably calm when I told them the news.

“I’m glad you’ll be able to keep an eye on him,” my mother said. “Make sure he doesn’t overdo it.”

“I promise I won’t let him try to demonstrate the choreography!”

And I explained that Zayde had agreed to put an end to the secrets, and he’d said it was okay to tell them everything.

“It’s good that everything will be out in the open now,” Mom said.

“At least now, we can talk to him about that fall he had.”

I didn’t respond, and that’s when Mom stared straight at me with that look that meant she knew there was more.

“Okay, talk,” she said. “Is there something you’re not telling us?”

And that’s when I blurted out everything. I told them how awkward it had been for me when Zayde first walked into the auditorium, and how torn I’d felt about him being there. They listened and just let me pour my heart out.

“I’m being ridiculous, right? I should have been whooping for joy that we’re going to do the play. Instead I was worried that I was going to lose Zayde to everyone else. I sound like I’m five years old.”

“No, I get it,” my father said. “I have to admit, I was a bit jealous myself when your Zayde played his violin for you, and told you things about his life that he’d never told me. After all, I’m his son!”

I hadn’t thought of that! But it made sense. “I think he was only trying to protect you, Dad.”

“Of course, I realize that. But in that moment I was jealous that he had chosen you to talk to and not me.”

“I understand what you’re saying,” Mom added. “But I’m sure you will come to realize that there is plenty of Zayde for everyone.”

I laughed. “You make him sound like a bowl of chips.”

“And you will always be his one and only granddaughter,” my mother said.

I paused. Then, “I’m going to tell you something that you might think is funny. I thought that maybe Dad was going to try to become the director.”

Neither of them laughed. They exchanged a look.

“I guess I wasn’t as subtle as I thought,” he said.

“What do you mean?”

“Your father was trying to make arrangements at work so he could step in,” my mother said.

He shrugged. “I just couldn’t make it happen.”

I threw my arms around him. “Thank you for even trying.”

“I had to. After all, you’re not the only one with music in your blood,” he said. “So, are you good with all of this?”

I sighed. “I’m good. Now I just have to hope Zayde doesn’t say anything to embarrass me.”

“Who, Mr. No Filter? Oh, I think you pretty well have to accept that there will be something,” my father said.

“Your father’s right,” my mother added. “We can only hope it’s not too bad!”





CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

We were now seven rehearsals into the second phase of the show with our new director, and three weeks away from our new opening night. So far, it was going very well. Zayde knew each character, each song, and, maybe most important, each member of the cast and crew.

We were in the middle of our first complete run-through. Zayde sat in the front row, dead center, watching, making notes in a little black notebook. As each scene ended, he would rise, approach the stage, and give feedback to the actors. Sometimes the notes were positive—“That was amazing,” “You almost made me cry,” “Beautiful voice.” Sometimes they were less than positive—“You already forgot the new staging I gave you!” “Couldn’t you feel that a bit more?” “No, no, that accent is wrong.” And sometimes the comments were borderline inappropriate, to say the least—“Ben, you need to think like a Jew,” “Shirli, you’d think you’d know how an old Jewish woman would sound.” At least he wasn’t showing me any favoritism because I was his granddaughter!

I was nervous all the way through each rehearsal. His comments were so unpredictable! I’d come to accept what my parents had said—sooner or later he’d do something to embarrass me. There was no telling what he might say next—and here at my school, in front of so many people!

I stood off to the side as Mindi belted out her big number with Mohammed. He seemed nervous. Mindi was great. She had a natural flare, a certain élan. She owned the stage, and I couldn’t stop watching her.

The scene ended and everybody stayed in place, waiting for Zayde to give his notes. He pushed himself up to his feet and started clapping.

“Everybody, don’t you think they deserve a little bit of applause?” he asked.

Slowly but surely, everyone, including me, joined in. Mindi and Mohammed both deserved it.

“Mindi, you are what we’d call a natural…and that voice! Up on that stage is where you belong…no question.”

Mindi was smiling so hard I thought her face would explode.

“But there is something we need from you,” Zayde continued. “I need you to let your voice get quieter. You have to let your voice not overwhelm your emotions. Sometimes less is more. Have you ever heard this saying?” he asked.

She nodded. “I think so.” The smile had disappeared, and now Mindi was looking uncomfortable, even a little embarrassed.

“Sometimes a whisper is better than a roar. You need to have confidence in your ability, knowing that you can impress the audience without having to blow back their hair.”

A couple of people chuckled. Mindi looked even more worried.

“Remember, you are an artist, not an athlete. It isn’t about who can sing the loudest or hit the highest note or hold it the longest.”

He stopped talking, and Mindi looked relieved. She shouldn’t have been. I knew that look on Zayde’s face. He wasn’t done, he was just thinking.

“Where is Shirli?” he asked suddenly.

I felt a chill go up my spine.

“Shirli, are you backstage?” he asked.

I moved out a few steps so I was on the edge of the stage where he could see me, and I raised my hand. A sense of dread rose up inside me. He wasn’t going to ask me to sing the song and show her how it should be done, was he?

“Good. I wanted you to be here when I said this. You all know that my granddaughter has a magnificent voice, there is no arguing that. Wouldn’t you all agree?”

Oh, please stop, please don’t say anything more, please!

He turned back to face Mindi. “But Mindi, your voice may be a little bit better than hers.”

That wasn’t what I’d expected. I had to stop my mouth from dropping open.

He held his finger and thumb just a fraction apart. “Not much, but maybe this amount. So, Mindi with the magnificent voice, do you think you could give us less so you can give us more?”

“I can try.” I noticed that her smile was back.

“Good, but you will not try, you will succeed. You are not only a good girl, but a true performer. Now, I will talk to Mohammed.” He turned and motioned for Mohammed to come up closer to him. They met at the steps of the stage. “It seemed as though you were a little nervous up there, is that true?”

“Yes, sir, I was nervous…I am nervous.”

“I thought so. Do you think that maybe part of your nervousness could be that you’re playing a Jew?”

Uh-oh! My heart rose up into my throat again.

“You are a Muslim?” Zayde asked him.

My heart stopped.

“Yes, sir.”

“I thought as much. That name, Mohammed, it says it all.”

I wanted to say something…but what?

“It’s like my name, Tobias Berman, you sort of figure that I’m a Jew, right? So here you are, a Muslim standing on stage playing a Jew.”

“Um, yes, sir.”

I looked helplessly to Natasha. “You’d better do something,” she whispered.

I nodded and stepped forward. “Zayde!”

“Shirli, please, I need to talk to Mohammed. Just wait. So, Mohammed, do you know what I think about a Muslim playing a Jew? Can you guess?”

A gasp went through the auditorium. I had a vague, random thought that maybe Ben would speak up and save the day…or maybe I could just miraculously transport myself to another dimension.

“No, sir, I don’t know how you feel,” Mohammed said, finding his voice.

I braced myself for my grandfather’s answer.

“I feel so happy,” Zayde said.

What did he say?

“I feel so happy,” he repeated, louder this time. “You know, the Jews, Christians, and Muslims, we are all the children of Abraham. But of course you would call him Ibrahim, wouldn’t you?”

“Yes, sir, we would.”

Zayde smiled. “You are so polite. My blessed mother who lived through these difficult times, she always made us call our elders ‘sir’ or ‘madam.’ When you go home tonight, you tell your parents they raised a very polite young man, okay?”

“Um, yes…I mean yes, sir,” he said.

Everybody laughed. And just like that, I felt the tension drain out of the room.

“So, do you know what all that means? You are playing a Jew, knowing that you as a Muslim are part of the same bloodline. You have every right to be playing a Jew. Up there you are a young Jewish man, full of promise and hope and spit and vinegar. That’s a good expression, yes? That is how you must be, filled with confidence.”

“I’ll try, sir.”

“As with Mindi, you will do more than try, you will succeed. I know you will.” Zayde paused. He looked as though he was thinking. “Mohammed, may I ask you something?”

“Of course, sir, anything.”

“This may be a little, how do they say, delicate, so I hope you don’t take offense.”

Uh-oh, if Zayde thought something was delicate, it was probably going to be a bombshell.

“Since September, since the towers, has it been harder for you, for your family?”

Unexpectedly Mohammed laughed—nervous laughter, it seemed. He looked down at his feet and nodded.

“Have things happened?”

Again, he nodded. “People have said things…called my mother a terrorist…people here at school have said things to me…I have friends who were beaten up…our mosque has received threats.” His voice was quavering.

Zayde climbed the stairs and took a seat on one of the two chairs that were stage right.

“Mohammed, come, sit,” Zayde said.

Mohammed sat in the chair beside him.

“I want everybody to come out to the stage, everybody!” Zayde called out. “Everybody come, we need to talk.”

Stagehands, crew members, and cast members shuffled out from behind the stage and from audience seats and moved right up to the stage. Zayde had taken Mohammed’s hands in his. Then, he released his grip.

“I have a new friend,” Zayde said when everyone had quieted down. “His name is Amir and his family is from India. He is an American. Mohammed, you’re an American, aren’t you?”

“Yes, I was born in Newark.”

“I thought I heard a little Newark in your voice. Well, my friend owns a store, and people have been vandalizing it. They have written words like ‘Terrorist’ and ‘Taliban’ on his wall. He’s Indian and he’s Hindu. He’s not even Muslim…not that it would be any less wrong if he were…it’s just, these vandals, well, they’re even stupid.”

We reacted with a ripple of laughter.

“How many of you remember exactly where you were when the planes hit the towers?” he asked.

Every hand went up.

“That is my stupid question. Of course, you remember. More important, how many of you remember how you felt?”

A few hands reluctantly rose, and then a few more, and finally every hand. I looked around. All eyes were glued on my grandfather.

“It made me feel scared and confused and angry and sad all at once,” Zayde said. He paused. “The way all of us felt that day, and maybe sometimes still feel.”

Then he turned, searching through the cast, looking for someone. His eyes came to rest on Thomas, our violinist.

“Thomas, can I borrow your violin?” he asked.

Thomas came forward and handed the violin and bow to my grandfather.

“In our play, there is a man sitting on a roof, playing a fiddle.”

Zayde played the first few notes from the opening scene and then paused, still holding the instrument under his chin.

“These people you are playing. They felt the same way you felt that day. Their world had been turned upside down. They were uncertain, scared for their lives and for the lives of their children, for their future.”

He started playing again. The notes were so pure and clean and full of emotion. I felt myself on the verge of tears, and I could hear others around me sniffling.

Zayde stopped playing. “This is more than a play. This is about lives that were lived. Lives like my mother’s. When we say the lines, when we play the music, when we sing the songs, we are remembering them.”

He started playing again.

Ben was standing beside me, and he reached out and took my hand. I was shocked. Until I realized that he’d also joined hands with Mohammed. I reached for Natasha. All along, everybody was linking hands until we were one big chain.

We listened as the fiddler on the roof played.





CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Mr. James looked at his watch—again. Zayde was late. Our principal looked as though he had someplace else he had to be, but obviously he couldn’t leave us unsupervised. Zayde was coming by taxi, which was always unpredictable, so I wasn’t too worried. Still, it was a relief when the back door finally opened and Zayde appeared. And then, I saw Amir trailing behind him!

Mr. James walked up the aisle and they met in the middle, where they exchanged a handshake and a few words I couldn’t hear. Then, our principal continued walking and went out the door.

I walked over to Zayde and Amir.

“Shirli, you of course remember my good friend, Amir.”

Like Zayde, he was wearing a visitor’s badge on his jacket. Everyone arriving at the school other than staff and students had to check in with the office—another consequence of 9/11.

“Of course, hello,” I said. It was nice to see Amir, though I couldn’t figure out why he was here.

“It is good to see you once more, Shirli.”

“Amir drove me to rehearsal. I would have been much later without his help.”

“But you would not have been late at all if you had not offered your help to me,” Amir added.

This was turning into an even bigger puzzle.

“Shirli, I was telling Amir about the play, and he knew nothing about Fiddler on the Roof.”

“Nothing,” Amir said. “But I will be coming to the opening night, along with my wife and two of my children.”

“That’s great!” I said.

“Amir would like to watch the rehearsal, Shirli. No one would mind, would they?”

I wasn’t too sure about that, but before I had a chance to answer, Zayde was on his way down to the stage, giving direction to the proper placement of a set piece, leaving me with Amir.

“I could sit at the back and quietly observe,” he suggested. “I’ve never been to a theater rehearsal before.”

“Yes, please, you’re welcome to stay,” I said. I mean, at that point, anything else would have been rude!

Zayde was starting the rehearsal with one of Ben’s scenes—one that didn’t involve me—so I decided to sit with Amir. That way I could explain the scene to him if he had any questions. I could also ask him why he had driven Zayde, why they were late, and what the help was that Zayde had offered him.

I walked up the aisle. “May I join you?”

“Please, yes, of course,” Amir said, getting to his feet.

I sat down in the next seat and he sat back down with me.

“That was kind of you to drive my Zayde,” I said.

“It is small payment for making him late to begin with. You see he was doing my books.”

“Your books?”

“The store’s books. He was showing me a better way to record my accounts receivable and payable. He is very good.”

“He’s a certified public accountant. He’s done that all his life.”

“Yes, he told me that. He is very skilled. He has made some changes that will make it much easier and save me money. Speaking of which, I wish he would allow me to pay him for his services.”

“He never did like to charge friends or family.”

“I am honored that he and I are friends.”

Just then, there was a call for silence as the scene was about to start. “This is the opening scene of act 2,” I whispered as I leaned closer. “That’s Ben playing Tevye, the lead character.”

Ben was sitting on a bench outside his house and delivering his monologue, looking up at the sky and talking to God. He finished and exited stage left. Mindi and Mohammed, who had been standing stage right, now walked to center stage.

“The girl is Hodel,” I explained. “She’s one of Tevye’s daughters, one of my daughters, and that’s Mohammed, who plays the guy who becomes her husband, Perchik.”

“Mohammed, he is Muslim, and he looks as though he is from Pakistan.” Amir was also whispering.

“Yes, he is Muslim. I don’t know where his family is from but he was born here in New Jersey, so he’s American.”

“As my youngest two children, born here, are also Americans.”

We sat and watched and listened as they played out the scene. Mohammed as Perchik was explaining that he was going to be leaving their village and going to live in Kiev to be part of the revolution, and he was asking Hodel to marry him.

I quietly mouthed Mindi’s lines as she spoke them. I knew all of her lines and all of her songs. But today I noticed that there was something different in Mindi’s delivery. The lines were all there, but her voice sounded tired, as though she had been up too late talking. It was a cardinal rule for all of us that we had to get a decent amount of sleep every night, and we had to make sure we didn’t overuse our voices when we weren’t in rehearsal. Mindi sounded like hers was about an octave lower than usual. And there was a scratchy quality that normally wasn’t there—like tires on a gravel road. But as soon as she sang a few notes of her next song, I knew that this wasn’t about lack of sleep or too much talking. The girl was coming down with something. I excused myself to Amir as Zayde brought the scene to an early stop, and I made my way to the stage.

Zayde was having a deep conversation with Mindi.

“So, today you will rest and not use your voice too much in the scenes. Yes?”

Mindi looked as though she was going to cry. “I’m really fine, Mr. Berman. I don’t need to pull back from anything.”

“Of course, you are fine. Did I say you weren’t fine? You are wonderful. But today you will rest a little. And then you will be even more fine. Agreed?”

Mindi seemed to want to say something else. But other cast members were beginning to gather around, trying to figure out what was happening. So instead, she just nodded and rushed backstage.

I followed, my mind going a mile a minute. Mindi was getting sick. There was no doubt about that. And if she was sick, then this might really be my chance to take over her part. You had to have a perfect voice to sing that beautiful solo.

I found Mindi sitting in a back corner behind some props and half hidden by costumes. She was hunched over and sniveling into her sleeve. She looked up when I approached, tears streaming down her cheeks.

“So, are you happy now?” she demanded. “This is what you wanted, isn’t it?”

I shook my head. I was a little surprised and a little hurt. I’d thought we’d moved beyond just being rivals.

I hesitated. Of course I wanted to be Hodel in this production. I’d wanted it from the moment I knew we were going to be doing Fiddler. But did I really want my victory to be at someone else’s expense—even if that someone happened to be my rival?

I crouched down next to her. “I just wanted to see if you were okay.”

She shook her head. “Stupid cold!”

“When did you feel it coming on?”

“A couple of nights ago. I thought it was just a tickle in my throat. But then it got worse, and now it feels like I’ve got sandpaper stuck in there. Why, oh why, is this happening now, of all times?” That brought on a second wave of tears.

Okay, she was being just a bit dramatic. But I, of all people, understood her desperation and her drama. “I get it. It’s terrible to feel your voice starting to go just before a show.”

She looked up again, eyes wide open. “But this has never happened to me before.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Are you kidding me? You’ve never gotten a cold or lost your voice before a performance?” I could count on both hands and both feet the number of times I had found myself in her shoes.

She shook her head. “This is the first time.”

I let out a long, deep sigh. “Well then, let’s just say you’ve been really lucky up until now. But you’ve got time, Mindi. We’re still two weeks away from opening night. By then, the worst of this should be over.” Was I actually encouraging her? “And there are lots of things you can do to treat this.”

She didn’t seem to believe what I was saying. “Like what?”

At that moment, Natasha appeared from around the corner. She stopped in her tracks when she saw Mindi and me sitting next to each other. I could see her sizing up the situation, trying to figure out what was going on.

“Everything okay here?” she asked.

Mindi looked away. I nodded. “It’s all okay.”

“Your grandfather wants to run the opening again,” Natasha said.

I knew I should be out there on stage, but there was no way I could leave Mindi just yet. “Tell him there’s been a little emergency. Nothing serious,” I added. “Mindi and I will both be out there in a few minutes.”

Tash took another couple of seconds before she nodded and left us alone again.

I turned to Mindi. “Okay, let me introduce you to every home remedy for colds and throat infections that I’ve ever heard of.” And then I started to list everything from lozenges to steams to lemon-and-honey drinks. My list was long and detailed. By the time I had finished, Mindi’s tears had dried up.

I could hear my grandfather calling the cast to the stage. We needed to get out there. I stood up and offered my hand to Mindi. She grabbed it and pulled herself to her feet.

“Thanks,” she said. And then she paused. “I appreciate it. Especially because we both know that if this doesn’t work, you’ll be taking over my part.”

I was surprised that I didn’t actually feel any happiness at that thought.

“Let’s cross that bridge only if and when we have to,” I said.





CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

A couple of days later, I had a plan. I decided to get to school so early I’d be sure to be the first one there. I wanted to arrive before all my cast mates, with plenty of time to warm up my voice, look over my lines, and get ready for the rehearsal. I didn’t want Zayde to single me out for anything—good or bad!

But Ben beat me to it! I could hear his familiar voice belting out “If I Were a Rich Man” as I made my way down the darkened hall. There were only two other people in the building: the security guard, who greeted me with a nod of his head, and the custodian, Mr. Miller, who was quietly and meticulously mopping the floor in preparation for the stampede of students who would arrive a couple of hours later. I often wondered what he thought about the fact that he had to shine the floors every single day, only to have them trampled on by a horde of students who didn’t give a hoot about his work. Maybe he hated what he was doing. Maybe he loved the fact that he could clean up our mess every day. He smiled as I passed and quietly opened one of the auditorium doors just wide enough to allow me to slip in.

And there was Ben, on stage, crossing from one side to the other, waving his arms above his head and singing out as if there were a full audience in front of him. He looked so good—great, in fact—up on that stage, so full of confidence, not to mention the fact that his voice had grown in strength and maturity since rehearsals for the show had begun. I felt a pang—after the show ended, would we ever talk to each other again?

Ben hit the last note of the song and held his position on stage. That’s when I started clapping and cheering from the back of the auditorium. I made my way down the aisle toward him.

“You’re supposed to let somebody know when you’re watching,” Ben said, jumping down from the stage and walking up the aisle to meet me. “You can’t go around sneaking up on people like that.”

I laughed. “Are you calling me a stalker?”

Ben reached me just before I got to the front of the auditorium. And then we just stood there—it felt awkward and nice all at once.

“I wanted to get it right, make your grandfather happy. He’s been great, don’t you think? I mean, he really understands this play.”

I nodded. “I guess it’s easier to understand when you’re that much closer to it.”

“That’s true. But it’s not just the history. He also knows so much about music.” He paused. “Anyway, we’re just lucky he came along.”

I nodded again. I wasn’t going to admit it to anybody, but I still wasn’t a hundred percent comfortable sharing my grandfather with everybody. But I had to agree with Ben. Zayde really knew his stuff, and everyone in the cast was looking up to him, taking his direction, asking good questions, laughing at his corny jokes, and just loving him.

“So, did that sound all right?” he asked.

“You’re great!” I blurted, and then I stammered, “I mean…the scene, the scene was great.” I felt my face grow warm. Why did this happen every time I stood next to Ben? At least he didn’t seem to notice me blushing. Or maybe he was just too polite to say anything.

“You know what’s been one of my favorite parts of the whole thing?” he asked, taking a step closer to me. I could almost feel his breath on my face. “Rehearsing with you every day. Seeing you every day.”

My heart was galloping at full steam. I gulped. “Yeah, I’ve loved it too.” Oh, my goodness, I shouldn’t have used that word…I should have said liked…why had I said love?

And then he took one more step, narrowing the gap between us even more. “Shirli,” he began.

Just then, the doors to the auditorium swung open and a bunch of the cast paraded in. And at the head of the group was my grandfather, looking like the Pied Piper, smiling and leading the others into the rehearsal.

Ben caught himself and stopped. Then he shook his head and took a step back. “We never seem to be able to finish a conversation, do we?” he said as he brushed by me and went to join the others, leaving me shaken and speechless.

Natasha found me standing still as a statue. “What’s up?” she asked. “You look like someone just gave you an electric shock.”

Tash couldn’t possibly have known how close to the truth that was. What was it that Ben had been about to say…or do? My mind was in overdrive, imagining every possible option: He wanted to see me more often. He wanted to see me less often. He felt about me like I was feeling about him. Or he didn’t feel it. Was I wrong, or was he leaning in to kiss me, and…? Oh, stop being so dramatic! I wanted to shout that out loud. Instead I just looked back at Tash and said, “It’s nothing. I had some coffee this morning and I’m not used to it.”

She seemed to accept that, and we joined the others, who were gathering around Zayde in front of the stage. I had been so caught off guard by my exchange with Ben that I hadn’t even noticed at first that Zayde had brought his violin case with him—the one from his home, the one I had found in his attic. A familiar possessiveness tugged at me. He had only ever shown his violin to me and to Ben. Now I watched as he opened the case, removed his precious instrument, and held it up for everyone in the room to see. I was nothing short of shocked.

“Come, everybody, I want to show you something that is very special to me.”

We all gathered around.

“You see these Stars of David that were carved into the wood,” he said. “These four on the front.” He turned the violin over. “And this one on the back.” He went on to explain that many klezmer instruments that Jewish musicians had owned looked like his. “There are only a very few left in the world,” he added. “Most were destroyed in the Holocaust.” And then he paused. “How many of you know about the events of World War II?”

Most of the people in the auditorium raised their hands, some more tentatively than others.

Zayde nodded. “You’ve come to learn about what happened to Jews during the pogroms—when your play is taking place—Jews like my own dear mother. But I think it’s also important for you to know something about my life and the things that happened to me. Perhaps it will help you understand why the lives in this story are so important to me, and why they should be so important to you.”

And then Zayde began to talk. He talked about his childhood in Poland before the war, playing his violin with his family band. He talked about everything changing when laws were introduced to restrict the freedom of Jews in his country. He talked about hiding out in the forest with his parents and his brothers, and about how they had been caught and sent to Auschwitz. He even talked about playing in the orchestra with his friend, Josef, and seeing so many walk to their deaths. And finally, he talked about how he had never wanted to listen to music after all of that. He must have talked for over an hour. Nobody else spoke, or even moved.

I also watched everyone around me—wide-eyed, disbelieving, shocked, and sympathetic. Every emotion in the book was painted across the faces of my cast mates. Zayde’s life story was as hard for me to hear this time as it had been the first time. And somehow it seemed even more real having him tell everybody. But only I really knew how courageous Zayde was being.

“These are not just characters in a play,” he was saying. “They are real people. I want you to treat them like real people and bring them to life.”

And it was then that I suddenly understood all of why it was so important for him to talk about his life. With each part of his story, he was giving each one of us insights into our own characters and our own scenes. He was giving us all a history lesson that would influence our performances.

He looked around the auditorium. “Ben Morgan, when you play Tevye, think about my father. Shirli, when you play Golde, think about my mother. My friends Mohammed and Mindi and everyone else here, when you are on stage, think about my brothers—think about Josef. Will you do that for me?”

There was silence in the auditorium as everyone nodded their agreement.

“Good,” Zayde said. “And now, I have one more thing to tell you that I have not even told my dear granddaughter.”

I couldn’t imagine what more there was to tell. Zayde held up his violin once more.

“This message is for the young man who will be playing the violin for the show.” He searched the crowd, his eyes coming to rest on Thomas. Zayde motioned for Thomas to stand next to him on the stage.

“Other than Josef, the man I met in the concentration camp, this violin was my only friend in Auschwitz,” Zayde said, staring straight at Thomas. “And many nights, when others were sleeping, I would hold this violin close to me, whispering to it my fears and my wishes. This violin knows everything that I was thinking at that time—every dream, every prayer—this violin knows it all.”

Thomas didn’t blink. He was completely mesmerized by my grandfather.

“So, young man, when you play your violin for this beautiful show, I want that instrument to be your friend as well—your very best friend. Can you do that?”

Thomas nodded, still not making a sound. And then, Zayde did the most incredible thing. He placed his precious old violin in Thomas’s hands and asked him to play the opening notes of the show. Thomas held the violin as if it were a fragile piece of glass. His face went so pale that I thought he might pass out. But he took a couple of deep breaths, moved the violin up to his chin, and began to play. And the sound that he made was sweet and clear.

“He’s never sounded that good before,” Tash whispered to me.

I nodded. “I know.”

“How does your grandfather do that?” she asked.

I had no answer.

When Thomas lowered the violin, he looked as if he knew that he had pleased my grandfather.

“Thomas, you played with such beauty,” Zayde said.

Others nodded their agreement. Thomas smiled broadly in reply. He went to hand the violin back to my grandfather.

“No, you don’t understand. It is for you to use in our production.”

Thomas looked as shocked as I felt. “You’re giving me your violin?”

“Lending. You will keep it safe until the end of our run.”

Thomas’s eyes had grown as big as full moons. “I’ll take care of it, I promise,” he said.

“I know you will. You’re a good boy.”

Zayde then turned to face all of us again.

“I have only recently learned about the importance of talking about my past—a difficult lesson. And I learned this from my granddaughter.”

All eyes turned to me.

“She has helped me to find my voice, and now Thomas will help my precious violin to speak again.”

My heart swelled nearly to bursting.

“So,” Zayde continued, “thank you for listening to me. And now it’s time to get back to work.”

As we took our places on the stage, I knew that my grandfather was not only a great man, but the greatest director I had ever had.





CHAPTER THIRTY

We raced through the next ten days—waking, rehearsals, classes, more rehearsals, homework, sleep, repeat. Slowly but surely, the show was coming together, and then opening night was just a day away.

“Please turn up the house lights. I would like everybody to come out onto the stage,” Zayde called out.

The lights came on, instantly revealing the two people in the audience—my grandfather and Mr. James. In almost complete silence we began to assemble. Those of us in costume were joined by the stage crew, the members of the orchestra, and the tech crew working the lights and sound.

I couldn’t help but notice Thomas carrying his violin, Zayde’s violin. He never seemed to put it down, not at practice and not even during school. He’d taken to carrying it, in its case, from class to class. He said it was “too valuable” to trust to his locker or even the music room. I could tell from the way he was playing that he’d been practicing a lot more. He was working to make his director proud. We all were.

Finally the entire team was either standing on the stage or sitting on the lip, feet dangling down. Everyone was quiet, but there was a lot of fidgeting and restless energy. We were all tired—close to exhaustion—from the final push. But we were also fueled by sugar, adrenaline, dreams, hopes, and fears.

“You all look so beautiful…even the stage crew…especially the stage crew,” Zayde said.

He had insisted that everybody dress “properly” for rehearsals, and the crew members were in ties and jackets or dresses. Zayde insisted that we had to be professional in how we looked. Of course, Zayde and Mr. James were in jackets and ties too, but that was an everyday thing for them. Mr. James had even started to wear a fedora to school some days—a present from my Zayde.

“He’s right,” Mr. James said. “You all look so wonderful, I’m starting to think we should institute a school dress code.”

A groan went through the crowd.

“Kidding, I’m kidding!”

It was a full dress rehearsal—our final rehearsal—so the cast members were, of course, in costume. I could see people wearing clothes that had come from Zayde’s attic, things that had belonged to him or to my Bubbie. I wondered if Zayde had noticed them, or seen that the apron I was wearing was one of Bubbie’s. It was flowery and bright, and wearing it felt like a way to honor her. Oh, how I wished she could have been there.

With one hand tucked underneath the edge of the apron I was holding a bit of the skirt material, rubbing it between my fingers and thumb. It was my way of not twirling my hair.

“This is our final rehearsal,” Zayde said. “How many of you are nervous?”

Slowly a few hands were raised, and then a few more, until finally Zayde and Mr. James put up their hands and everybody started to laugh.

“Nervous is good,” Zayde said. “Nervous is normal. Besides, what’s the worst that could happen? Somebody misses a line?”

“Or falls off the stage,” somebody called out from the back.

Again, more nervous laughter.

“If that happened then somebody might actually break a leg,” Zayde said. “I was told it is good luck to say that in the theater.”

“Let’s avoid breaking legs,” Mr. James said. “That’s a bit of an insurance issue.”

“I was also told, by my Shirli, that a bad final dress rehearsal means you’ll have a wonderful opening night, so I wish you all a terrible performance.”

More laughter and smiles, but this time it felt more natural, as though some of the pressure had been released.

“Now, the one change we’ve agreed on, for this final rehearsal only, is that Mindi will be performing the scenes and saying the lines, but Shirli will be singing the songs from the wings,” Zayde explained. “Mindi, how is your voice?”

“It’s better than it was yesterday.”

“That’s good to hear.”

Mindi’s voice had broken a couple more times over the past few days, and instead of resting or pulling back she’d pushed it harder. So, in spite of all the remedies I had provided her with, there was a danger that her voice might give out altogether. It was Zayde who had suggested that I step in to provide the singing.

Maybe I should have been rooting for Mindi to lose her voice completely so I could play Hodel, but the truth was that I felt bad for her. It was a stretch to say we were friends, but we were friendly…and we’d developed a real respect for one another. We’d even rehearsed a couple of scenes together, helping each other get our lines down and talking about our characters. I really wanted Mindi to have her moment on stage. She’d worked hard and deserved to be there.

“I could try to sing today,” Mindi said.

“No,” Zayde told her. “Better you sing in the performances than in the final rehearsal. The people in this room already know what a wonderful voice you have.” He paused. “And Mindi, you know that you are not letting anybody down.”

Her expression left no doubt that was how she was feeling.

“We are a family, and each member helps the others. Tonight, you rest, and tomorrow you will be your usual spectacular self. Yes?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

“Good. Now, before we start I have something for you all.” Zayde opened up his jacket and pulled out a letter. “This is from your Ms. Ramsey. She wanted me to read this to you…if only I could find my glasses.”

He started patting down his pockets. His glasses were right there on top of his head. Everyone saw them; nobody wanted to tell him.

“Wait, wait.” He reached up, found them, and brought them down. “You’ll have to excuse a silly old man.”

And then he began to read.

“My dearest students, actors, musicians, and stage crew. I do wish so much that I could have been there with you each step of the way through our production. I know from what Mr. Berman has told me that you have put your hearts and minds and souls into your work.”

Zayde had told us that, since taking over the show, he had talked regularly with Ms. Ramsey. He had even visited her at the hospital, and then again a couple of times since she’d been discharged home.

“It has made it all so much easier to know that you have been left in the hands of such a capable and competent director.”

Zayde looked up from the letter and overtop of his glasses. “I want you to know that she did say all of those things.” He paused. “Would anybody believe me if I read out that she thought I looked like an older version of Brad Pitt?”

Everybody laughed.

“I assume that would be a no. Back to the letter.” He pushed his glasses back up the bridge of his nose. “I have complete faith that this play will be a tremendous success. I want you all to break a leg because, believe me, that is better than breaking an arm and five ribs! With great admiration and affection, Evelyn Ramsey.”

There was spontaneous applause around the room.

“Evelyn is such a fine young woman…I have enjoyed our conversations and our meetings to discuss the play.” He paused. “You know, if I were twenty years younger…”

Oh, my goodness, where was this going?

“Then I’d still be old enough to be her father!” Zayde chuckled. “I hope you’re not too disappointed that this beaten-up old man has replaced your very experienced teacher.”

“No, sir,” Ben said, stepping forward. “We miss her, but we’ve been honored to have you as our director.”

Mohammed stepped forward as well. “Yeah, thanks for everything you’ve done!”

“You’re the best!” Thomas yelled.

With that, everybody burst into applause. Zayde shrugged his shoulders and looked away. He then took a small bow and raised his hands to quiet the group.

“I think that it should be the other way around. I need to thank all of you,” he said. “You have graciously allowed this old man to enter into your lives and give you a few words of advice. And you have pretended that maybe he still has something to offer to the world.”

There were protests from all around me, disagreeing with what he’d just said. Zayde raised his hands again to quiet us.

“I have given you what I have. You have given me your attention, your energy, your love…and you have given me something even more important. You have given me back music. For that, I thank you.”

I could see that everyone understood what Zayde was saying—what music had meant to him, and how it had been taken away from him for so long.

“I have felt more alive in the last few weeks than I have in, well, a long time,” he continued, his voice cracking. “And I have one more piece of advice for all of you,” he continued, pulling himself together. “You are young, so the last thing you’re thinking about is retiring. But when you do get to that point, I will say this. Don’t! Don’t ever retire. Keep finding the things you love to do, keep dreaming big, keep looking forward and moving forward. You have all helped me to move forward. And now it is time for the show to go on. Everybody in your places.”

As we all headed to our opening positions, I felt a hand on my shoulder. It was Mindi.

“I want to thank you,” she said.

“For what?”

“For having my back.”

“That’s what an understudy is for. Besides, it’s just a rehearsal. You save your voice tonight so you’ll be there for opening.”

“I will.” And then she paused. “How Ms. Ramsey feels about your grandfather being there for her is how I feel about you being there for me. I know that if you have to step in then the songs will be great, and nobody will be let down.”

“Thanks, that means a lot.”

She was just about to walk away when she turned to me once more. “I know he likes you,” she said.

Was she still talking about Zayde?

“Ben,” she said. “I can see it on his face when you’re around.”

I could feel a rush of heat rise up into my cheeks.

“He’s worth going after.” And then she turned and found her place on stage.





CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

I peeked out the side of the curtain. Fifteen minutes before curtain up. The audience was settling in, and it looked as though there wouldn’t be an empty seat in the house. We’d been told every night was almost sold out already.

My family was seated front and center: my mother, father, brother, and an assortment of aunts, uncles, and cousins. They had come to see me, of course, but they were also there to celebrate Zayde. Amir, with his wife and kids, was sitting with my parents, and Amir was beaming, obviously proud of his friend Tobias.

“Do you see her?” Ben had materialized at my side and was looking over my shoulder. He was, of course, talking about our surprise guest—Ms. Ramsey.

“She’s there on the left, at the side, and about three rows back.” Her arm was still in a sling, but the gash on her face seemed to have faded, and she looked strong. Mr. James had told us that she was still suffering from the symptoms of the concussion—that she needed more sleep and her eyes were sensitive to light and her concentration wasn’t right. The important thing was that she was moving in the right direction.

Ben pressed up against me so he could lean over to the side and see out through the curtain. I felt my whole body tingle.

“Funny how the play almost didn’t happen,” he said as I let the curtain fall closed. “Who would have thought that Ms. Ramsey getting injured in a car accident would have made the show better?”

“Do you really think it’s better?” I asked.

“No question. Your grandfather just brought something extra to the production.”

I couldn’t argue with that. Zayde had made it special. Not just for me but for everybody.

“Think about someone like Thomas. Did you hear how he sounded playing through the opening scene last night?” Ben asked.

“He was amazing. It sent chills up my spine.”

“That’s because of your grandfather, and because of his violin. It was a gift to Thomas and to everybody in the play,” Ben said. “Maybe even an act of love.”

I felt a little odd when Ben said that word “love,” but really it was true. Zayde was trusting Thomas, a boy he hardly knew, with something that was very precious, the only remaining link to his family, to his past.

“So Mindi is ready to go, right?” Ben asked.

“Definitely. Her voice is in great shape.”

“Are you disappointed you won’t sing those songs?”

I didn’t want to admit that, but I didn’t want to lie, either. “A little, but I’m happy for Mindi.”

“I heard what you did for her,” Ben said. “How you helped her.”

I shrugged. “It was nothing. Just some different kinds of tea and a throat spray.”

“That’s not what Mindi is telling people,” he said. “She’s telling everybody that she wouldn’t be going on tonight if it hadn’t been for you.”

“That’s sweet, but probably not true.” I thought for a second and then added, “Mindi has been…different from what I expected,” I said.

“Yeah, there have been a lot of surprises, starting with your grandfather. I’m really going to miss him.”

“I’m sure he’d be glad to see you anytime you want to visit,” I said.

“I will, but it’s not going to be the same as seeing him every day.”

“He’s going to miss all of this…a lot. And he’ll miss you,” I said. “He told me how much he likes you.”

“I like him, too.” He paused. “I like many people in your family.”

I turned to face him. “My parents are really nice people.”

He laughed. “They are nice, but I was talking about somebody else.”

“Well, if you knew my brother better you’d know he can be a little difficult sometimes.”

“That, I’m assuming, also runs in the family.” He placed his hands on my shoulders, and I felt my body melt under his touch. “I’m really going to miss spending every day with you. I’m going to miss you, Shirli Berman.”

“And I’m going to miss you, Ben Morgan. Although don’t you think we should be on a first-name basis by now?”

“My high school isn’t that far away. And I’ll have my license in another couple of years.”

“That’s great. You can come back here and visit. That will make your old coaches happy.”

“How about you?” he asked. “Would that make you happy?”

“Well, I’m always glad when a school superstar comes back to visit.”

“Are you being deliberately difficult?” he asked.

“You said it runs in my family.”

He shook his head ever so gently, and smiled.

“Places, everybody!” the stage manager called out as she burst out from the stage-left wing.

Ben stared at me for another second. And then he bent forward and pressed his lips against mine, softly but firmly. I closed my eyes, leaned in, and melted. It was just as I’d always dreamed it would be. Kissing Ben felt exciting, and natural, and absolutely perfect. We stayed like that, lips together, holding one another for a few seconds until finally Ben stood back and released his grip on my shoulders. He smiled at me.

“It’s show time. I’ll see you soon, Wife.”

With that, he turned and walked away.

I stood there, my mind racing through what had just happened. He had kissed me. And oddly, the whole thing wasn’t throwing me at all. I was strangely calm, as if this was exactly what was meant to be—just like the show, and Zayde, and everything else that had happened in the last months.

The stage manager rushed past me once more. “Places, now!” she demanded.

With that, I took a deep breath. We had a show to do. All that mattered right now was the performance. For now, I couldn’t fill my mind with thoughts of Ben and Shirli. That would come later. Now it was all about Tevye and Golde.





CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Act 2 was about to begin. This was our final night—our final performance. The scene was in front of Tevye’s house, and the crew had almost finished setting the stage. In the wings everybody was milling around, trying to stay quieter than the audience, who had started to file back to their seats.

I had been too nervous on opening night to really enjoy performing as much as I should have. It wasn’t until the third night that I felt completely at ease—okay, not really completely at ease, but more comfortable. There was always that worry that somebody would blow a line or screw up a song—that I would be the one. So far, so good. But the reality was that no matter how good the previous shows had gone, all that mattered was that night, that performance. In some ways, closing night was even harder than opening. If something had gone wrong the first night we’d have known we had four more chances. Now, there was no opportunity for redemption. I caught sight of Zayde. He was, as always, on the move, offering encouragement, a few words of advice, trying to keep everybody light and loose. I couldn’t help but smile, thinking about how wonderful he had been night after night. Somehow, in the face of everyone’s stress and uncertainty, he had become more energized. He even seemed younger, if that was possible. Really, though, what was a blown line compared to what he’d lived through?

He saw me looking at him and he gave me a wave and a big smile before walking toward the stage-right wing. He had told me after that first night that he had heard his mother in my performance, and that he knew she would have been so proud of me.

Ben moved beside me and gave my hand a little squeeze. “So, how are you feeling?”

“You know me, I’ll be nervous until it’s over. You?”

“Funny, during a football game I’m nervous the entire time, but here, well, I feel pretty relaxed.”

I shook my head. “I don’t know how you can possibly be calm.”

“I know my lines, and I’m pretty sure I’m not going to be submarined by a blitzing lineman,” he said.

I laughed. “I’m not even sure what that means, but I’m glad at least one of us is breathing easily.” It was taking all of my resolve not to start winding my hair around my fingers.

“No fear. So, are you looking forward to next Saturday night?”

“Of course. I still can’t believe you got tickets.”

“My father has some great connections.”

Next Saturday, Ben and his family were taking me into New York City to see a play. We were going to see The Producers, the hottest ticket on Broadway! I couldn’t help but smile thinking about that. Ben and I were going on a date—well, a date with his family. Sure, we’d been to the coffee shop at the corner a couple of times and eaten lunch together every day this week, and we certainly talked all the time. But this was going to be different.

“Places, everybody,” the stage manager called out.

“I guess it’s time for me to get out there.” He gave my hand another squeeze and headed onto the stage, taking a seat on the bench in front of his house—in front of our house.

As he moved onto the stage I was joined in the stage-left wing by Mindi and Mohammed. Ben was opening with his monologue, and then this scene would be theirs.

“Your voice has been perfect,” I said to Mindi.

“It’s held up. Thanks again for everything.”

“You would have done the same for me.”

Here we were, almost finished, and Mindi, with some help from my tea and lozenges, had been able to sing every single song in every performance. The voice problems had even worked in her favor. She was singing with more control now that she was following Zayde’s advice to “give us less so you can give us more.” I was happy for her. She’d worked hard, and she deserved the applause she received every night.

And because I wasn’t worried about singing any other parts, I was able to really become Golde. I felt her in my soul. She was part of me, and I was part of her. And it was as if, through Golde, I had connected with my past, with my heritage, with my family, with who I was. That character had given me a lot to be grateful for. Who could have imagined that?

The stage manager quieted everybody. The curtain was about to open, the second act was about to begin…and the show was going to end. Soon we’d no longer be cast mates, team members. We’d go back to our regular lives, and then the school year would be over. And for the seniors, people like Mindi and Ben, it would be the end of their years at this school. They’d soon be gone, off to high school. But at least not gone forever, at least not as far as Ben and I were concerned. I didn’t want to think too far ahead. Who knew what might happen next year? But there was still tonight—and next Saturday, and the rest of the school year.

The house lights went down, everybody backstage became silent, and the curtain rose. The orchestra began to play a haunting melody, led by the clarinets, who were then joined by the violins, with Thomas leading the way. Would I ever hear a clarinet again without thinking of my great-grandfather? Would I ever hear a violin without thinking of my Zayde?

The orchestra finished, the audience applauded, and then slowly the stage lights began to come up, revealing Ben, sitting on the bench. He looked up at the heavens and started talking to God about Tzeitel and Motel’s wedding.

“Are you ready?” Mindi whispered to Mohammed.

“Ready as can be.”

Ben stood up and pulled his milk cart away. The audience gave him a round of applause. As he left the stage, there was a pause to allow the clapping to stop, and then Mindi strode out, followed quickly by Mohammed.

“Please don’t be upset, Hodel!” Mohammed called out.

Act 2, scene 1 had begun.
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When the curtain came down, the audience was on its feet in one sweeping wave. We could hear the cheering and shouting that rose to a nearly deafening proportion. Backstage, the entire cast joined in. I found Tash in the tangle of people and we quickly hugged.

“You were great!” she exclaimed above the roars. “You owned Golde.”

“And you were fantastic in the ensemble.”

She waved my compliment away. “It was fun to do this with you. Let’s do it again next year.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Was this the same person who had been fearful of even trying out for this show? I laughed and nodded and then searched the crowd for Ben. I spotted him on the other side of the stage, surrounded by other cast mates. He looked up and caught my eye. And then we just smiled at one another, and for a second it felt as if everyone else on stage melted away. But a moment later, the stage manager bounded into the middle of the pack, shouting at us to get back into position for bows. Ben gave me one more look and then found his spot.

The curtain rose to even more thunderous applause, accompanied by the orchestra, which had begun its reprise of the song “Tradition.” Audience members began to clap in time with the music as the cast began to move forward. First the ensemble members—there was Tash, grinning like I’d never seen before. Mohammed received a loud ovation, which he deserved, followed by Mindi, whose applause was even louder and longer. She turned and looked at me as she moved back into place and I smiled back at her. One after another, the members of the cast stepped forward to bow. And then, finally, it was my turn. The audience roared when I stepped to the front of the stage, and I could hear my brother and my parents above everybody else. My parents had come every night to see the show. I glanced at them—at the whole row filled with my family—as I took my bow and then stepped back.

Finally it was Ben’s turn. He bounced onto the stage and the applause became louder again. He took a bow and then a second and then turned to me. His eyes were lit up. He was beaming. He reached back, took my hand, and pulled me to the front. Then he raised his hands to silence the audience.

“Please, please, you should maybe have a seat,” he said in Tevye’s voice. “Sometimes it’s not just a horse that can have a lame leg.”

Everybody laughed as they sank back to their seats.

He spoke again, and this time, it was all Ben. “You know, if nothing else, this play is about one thing…tradition.”

Every person on stage starting singing as the orchestra, on cue, began playing “Tradition” one more time. We did one verse and then a second and then joined hands and took one final bow as the audience leapt to their feet once more, and cheered even louder.

Once again Ben raised his hands and silenced everyone.

“I’ve been told that there is one more tradition in the theater. It’s sort of like football players dumping Gatorade on the coach after a victory…not that a Jewish man in 1905 Russia would know anything about what football or Gatorade is…but still.”

That brought a burst of laughter from the cast and audience.

“Could we please have our ‘coaches,’ our directors, come forward. Please, can we have a round of applause for Mr. James, Mr. Berman, and, of course, Ms. Ramsey!”

There was more cheering from the cast and the audience as Mr. James came out of the wings. Ms. Ramsey slowly rose to her feet from the audience, came to the stairs, aided by her cane, and started up onto the stage. I looked around for Zayde—he was nowhere to be seen.

“I’ll go and get him,” Ben said. He’d noticed too.

Ben ran off stage and then returned, holding Zayde’s arm. All three “directors” met in the middle and gave each other hugs.

Mohammed appeared with three bouquets of flowers. He gave one to Ben, a second to Mindi, and the third to me. Ben walked over and handed his boutique to Mr. James. Mindi handed hers to Ms. Ramsey, who looked so happy it made me want to cry. That left only Zayde. Everybody else moved aside so he was on his own, at center stage.

I walked up and held out the flowers. “You deserve more than just this.” I handed him the bouquet and then wrapped my arms around him, hugging him tightly.

“Your Bubbie would have been so happy, especially seeing you there in her apron,” he whispered into my ear.

“I didn’t know you’d noticed.”

“I noticed. She would have been so proud of you.”

“Zayde, she would have been so proud of both of us.”

I released him and stepped back so once again he was by himself at center stage. He gave a dignified little bow, and then he tossed the flowers into the air and caught them. The audience went completely wild. He was a showman, for sure.

There was one more thing I wanted to do. I was nervous, maybe even scared, but I wanted to do it anyway.

I turned around and there was Thomas, holding the violin, my Zayde’s violin.

“I need to borrow this,” I said as I walked over to him.

He nodded and handed me the violin and bow. Zayde was still facing the audience when I walked forward and tapped him on the shoulder.

“Zayde,” I said, holding his precious instrument out to him.

He turned. He looked at me, and then at the violin. And then his face went pale, and for a moment I worried that I might have gone too far.

“You want me to play?” he asked.

I swallowed hard and nodded. “Everybody wants you to play.”

That’s when he reached out and took the violin and bow. The audience became silent.

“What would I play?” he asked.

“Play whatever you want. Whatever your heart tells you to play.”

Zayde shook his head slowly, and then he stepped toward the edge of the stage and addressed the audience.

“Apparently, I’m supposed to play, if that would be okay with everybody,” he said.

The audience answered with cheers and applause. Zayde brought the violin up under his chin and put the bow in position to start. Then he paused and lowered his instrument again.

“But I have a condition,” he said, as the audience became silent once more. “When I played as a boy, I always had my family with me. And I think I need to have family perform with me now.” He turned. “Shirli?”

At first I was stunned. This was supposed to be Zayde’s moment, not mine. But then Ben materialized at my side.

“You’d better get going,” he said. And he led me to the front, turning back so it was just me and my grandfather.

Zayde raised his violin once more and started to play. It was “Sunrise, Sunset.” The notes were long and full and rich, and as I looked out, the entire audience was standing in silence, eyes wide, amazed and entranced. And in the middle of everyone, there was my father, tears streaming down his cheeks as he heard his father play for the first time. It made me want to cry, too!

I turned back to Zayde. His eyes were closed. I wondered what he was thinking. Was he blocking out the world the way he had when he had played at Auschwitz? No, his expression was so calm, so serene, so joyful. He was lost in the joy of the music. I knew he was thinking about his family—about his mother and father, his brothers, about Bubbie, about my father and mother and brother. He was thinking about me.

He opened his eyes and gave me a slight nod. That was my cue. And I started singing.





AUTHORS’ NOTE

While all of the characters in Broken Strings are fictional, there are parts of this story that are based on real events.

During World War II, the Nazis created concentration camps, a series of enormous prisons that consisted of labor camps, transit camps, prisoner-of-war camps, and, of course, the death camps. The largest and most infamous of these was Auschwitz.

Auschwitz was really a network of prison camps. The main camp, Auschwitz I, was built in 1940 in what was an abandoned Polish army barracks. In 1941, Auschwitz II, also known as Birkenau, was opened a few kilometers away from Auschwitz I. Birkenau was the site of the most active gas chambers. It was also the place where arriving Jewish prisoners would disembark from trains onto a long gravel ramp, and where the selections would take place—the process that determined which Jews would go immediately to their death, and which would be granted life for some short period of time longer.

The conditions for those who were granted life were brutal. Many died from cruel treatment, harsh working conditions, overcrowding, and starvation. But in the midst of these inhumane circumstances, the Nazis established a number of orchestras in Auschwitz. The orchestras consisted of Jewish musicians, both men and women, who had been sent there from across Europe.

The primary duty of the orchestra was to accompany the Jewish prisoners to their daily work details. This was almost a form of torture. The musicians were ordered to play quickly, and the prisoners would have to march in time with the music, at an impossible pace. Their bodies were so wasted from illness and starvation that many dropped on the spot.

The other responsibility of the orchestras was to play music on the ramp while prisoners were arriving and getting off the trains. This musical greeting was meant to fool the arriving prisoners into believing that everything would be fine for them in this terrible place. In this way, the Nazi guards could control the unsuspecting prisoners and move them in an orderly fashion wherever they wished, including toward the gas chambers. Many members of the orchestra were overwhelmed with emotion while they played, knowing that their music was accompanying the arriving prisoners to their deaths.

Here is what Coco Schumann, a survivor of the Holocaust, once said about the experience of being a musician in Auschwitz: “The music could save you: if not your life, then at least the day. The images that I saw every day were impossible to live with, and yet we held on. We played music to them, for our basic survival. We made music in hell.” (A helpful resource for more information about this subject is the website Music and the Holocaust at www.holocaustmusic.ort.org.)

Approximately 1.1 million people died or were killed in Auschwitz during the course of the war. Nearly 1 million of those were Jewish prisoners.
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